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FAQs:  Non-Medical Masks and Face Coverings 

 

Health officials recommend that people ≥2 years old wear a non-medical mask when in public or when around people who do not live with them, 

especially when social distancing is not possible (staying six feet [2 meters] apart).1,2  Masks, ideally with at least two layers of fabric, should be worn 

primarily to protect others, in case the wearer is infected with COVID-19, but doesn’t have any symptoms.1,5 

 

Question Answers/Pertinent Information/Talking Points 
Which types of 

face coverings 

are best to use? 

 

• Appropriately sized masks to cover the nose, mouth, and chin, with at least two layers of fabric (e.g., cotton) are preferred.2  For 

example, children’s masks may need to be smaller than adult masks, depending on the age of the child. 

• More data are needed before special materials (e.g., silver nanoparticles) can be recommended over other materials or coatings.   

• Discourage use of face coverings that have a valve for easy exhaling; are made of mesh; or with openings, holes, or vents.  

These are NOT considered sufficient as they may allow droplets to be released from the mask.16,23 

• Neck tubes, scarves, bandanas, buffs, or gaiters are not ideal, but these may be better than no coverage at all.22  However, note 

that when speaking through fleece material larger droplets may be dispersed into smaller droplets.  Smaller droplets can remain 

airborne longer, so it may be best to avoid fleece.24 

• Face shields may be worn in addition to masks for possible added eye protection to the wearer (since it is thought that SARS-

CoV-2 may also be contracted through the eyes).  Face shields are NOT recommended as a substitute for masks.  Face shields 

are also not appropriate for newborns or infants.6 

o It is not known if face shields will prevent the spread of respiratory particles from the wearer to others.6,8 

o If face shields are used without a mask, make sure there is NOT a gap between the band and the forehead and that face 

shields wrap around the sides of the face and extend below the chin.6,8,17 

o Limit disposable face shields to one-time use.6 

o Clean and disinfect reusable face shields after each use (according to product instructions).6 

o Face shields do not absorb droplets if you sneeze or cough, so they should be cleaned frequently.17 

o Encourage patients to clean their face after removing face shields.17 

 
Who may be 

exempt from 

wearing a 

mask? 

Continued… 

• Masks are not appropriate for everyone.  People who are considered exempt from wearing a mask include:1,5 

o infants and children <2 years old. 

o those who have trouble breathing (e.g., uncontrolled asthma or chronic obstructive pulmonary disease [COPD]). 

o those who are unconscious, incapacitated, or unable to remove a mask without help. 
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Question Answers/Pertinent Information/Talking Points 
Exemptions, 

continued 
• Prescribers may decide that other people are also exempt from wearing masks, such as those with:19,25,28 

o post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), severe anxiety, or claustrophobia. 

o sensory processing disorders, especially children (e.g., someone with autism who is sensitive to touch and texture). 

o facial deformities that will not allow masks to properly fit. 

o mouth control devices (e.g., sip and puff to operate their wheelchair or assistive technology). 

 

How should 

masks be put 

on and taken 

off? 

 

• Wash hands with soap and water or use hand sanitizer BEFORE putting on a mask.1,5 

• Use ear loops or ties to put on and remove masks.5 

• Masks should fit under the chin, over the nose and mouth, and snugly against the sides of the face without gaps.1,2,5 

• Avoid pulling masks down around the neck, up on to the forehead, or leaving masks hanging from one ear.  These positions 

make it easy for people to inadvertently contaminate their hands by touching the outside of the mask.  Instead, completely 

remove masks using the ear loops or ties. 

• Masks should be removed prior to eating or drinking.  Avoid placing masks directly on surfaces like tables, counters, etc.  Once 

off the face, fold the mask in half, placing the outside edges together, keeping the inside layer inside.5  Then place in a clean 

paper bag or outer-side down on a napkin or paper towel.5  Avoid placing masks in pockets for future use.26 

• After storing the mask, wash hands with soap and water or use hand sanitizer.  Avoid touching your eyes, nose, or mouth until 

after you have washed your hands.5 

 

How should 

masks be 

cleaned? 

• Use a new mask whenever it becomes damp or dirty.4,5  Disposable masks should be thrown away once soiled or damaged.27  

Wash reusable masks, either in the laundry or by hand.4,5 

o If washing in the laundry, use regular, fragrance-free laundry detergent and the warmest water temperature appropriate for 

the mask fabric.4 

o If washing by hand, use a hot soapy water or a bleach solution (e.g., four teaspoons of bleach per quart of room 

temperature water).4,5 

▪ If using a bleach solution, allow masks to soak in the bleach solution for five minutes, then rinse completely with cool 

or room temperature water.4 

• Dry masks completely, either in the dryer (highest heat setting) or lay it flat to dry, in direct sunlight if possible.4,5 

 

How can mask 

tolerability be 

improved? 

 

• Give preference to cotton or linen over synthetic materials (e.g., polyester).  Cotton may keep you a little cooler and polyester 

can trap moisture, making masks become damp more quickly.2,20 

• Ensure masks are snug, but not too tight.20 

• Use the type of mask that is most comfortable for you.  For example, some people may prefer ear straps and some people may 

prefer ties around the head.  Note that masks that tie may allow for more flexibility in securing a snug fit.21 

• See our chart, PPE-Related Skin Irritation:  Prevention and Treatment, for ways to reduce or treat mask-related skin problems. 
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Question Answers/Pertinent Information/Talking Points 
What can be 

done to reduce 

anxiety about 

wearing a 

mask? 

 

• Here are some tips to decrease anxiety associated with wearing a mask:10 

o See how the fabric feels against your skin before putting it on.  Make sure it is comfortable. 

o Breathe calmly and slowly before putting on masks and while wearing masks. 

o Remind yourself that the mask is used to protect you and others. 

o Use short trial periods of wearing the mask at home before going out in public.  Start with just a few minutes and gradually 

work up to longer periods of time. 

o Take breaks from wearing when alone or secluded (e.g., go sit in your car alone for a few minutes, find an empty room). 

• Set a good example, let kids see you wearing a mask.  For kids, a few other tactics may be helpful:11,18 

o Use fun fabrics or patterns.  Or, let kids decorate their masks. 

o Have kids take a leader role, put masks on stuffed animals and talk about how masks are used to protect them and others. 

o If mask tolerance/anxiety is an issue, consider using reinforcements (e.g., special snacks, treats, video games). 
 

What can be 

done to keep 

glasses from 

fogging up 

when wearing a 

mask? 

 

• Be sure masks fit well.  Masks that allow warm air to escape can lead to glasses fogging.3 

• Masks with a nose bridge (moldable around the bridge of the nose) may fit more snugly than masks without this feature.9  

Medical or sports tape can also be used to create a better seal between the mask and the nose/cheek bones.  If patients have 

sensitive skin, recommend testing a small piece of tape to make sure it doesn’t irritate the skin.3,9 

• Push glasses slightly forward on the nose to allow more room for air to circulate or pull masks up higher and allow glasses to 

rest on top of the mask to block air from escaping out of the top of the mask.3,9 

• Consider washing the lenses with soap and water or applying antifog products or home remedies (e.g., toothpaste or shaving 

cream) apply a thin layer to lenses, then rinse with water before wearing them.3  Doing any of these can leave a thin film on the 

lens that may prevent fogging.9  Before using these strategies, ask patients to check with their optician to make sure it won’t 

damage any special coatings their glasses may have.9 
 

What can be 

done to reduce 

headaches from 

wearing a 

mask? 

• Patients may experience headaches while wearing a mask.  Reassure patients that wearing a cloth mask will not lead to 

hypercapnia (the buildup of carbon dioxide [CO2]in the blood stream).12  Possible reasons for headaches may include: 

o dehydration:13  Give patients tips on how to make sure they drink plenty of water (e.g., scheduling mask water breaks, 

using alarms as a reminder to drink, drinking more water in the morning before putting on the mask). 

o reduced caffeine intake:13  Patients may be missing their morning caffeine boost because they are wearing a mask.  Suggest 

patients change their routine to drink their coffee while getting ready for the day instead. 

o inhaling unpleasant odors (e.g., fragrances from soaps used to wash masks, bad breath): 

▪ Encourage good oral hygiene to reduce bad breath (brushing twice a day, flossing, antibacterial mouth rinses).14 

▪ Suggest limiting intake of foods known to cause bad breath (e.g., onion, garlic).14 

▪ Suggest that patients use fragrance free soaps when washing their masks.15 

o ear strap irritation:13  See our chart, PPE-Related Skin Irritation:  Prevention and Treatment, for ways to reduce irritation 

from ear straps.  For example, masks with ties avoid ear-tugging that may trigger headaches.7 
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