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Media Release



UNSW face mask research challenges beliefs about infection protection 

The longstanding belief that a surgical mask provides adequate protection against infections spread by droplets has been turned upside down by new research that finds respirators do a better job.

UNSW’s Professor Raina MacIntyre and her team have conducted the largest body of work internationally on masks and respirators, which was a finalist for the 2017 Eureka Prize in Infectious Diseases.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Hospital infection control guidelines worldwide recommend surgical masks for infections spread by droplets, such as influenza, which currently has Australia’s health system under huge pressure.

Professor MacIntyre and team tested the evidence for such guidelines. using data from two large randomised controlled trials involving 3591 subjects in Beijing, China. 

Worryingly, the study published in Influenza and Other Respiratory Viruses and available online failed to show protection by surgical masks.  

“We showed that even for infections spread by droplets, respirators protect better,” Professor MacIntyre said.

Surgical masks are loose fitting, disposable masks that cover the mouth and nose, while respirators are designed to fit closer to the face and to filter 95% of airborne particles.

“This turns upside down the long-held beliefs on infection control. It suggests that transmission of infection cannot be neatly classified as large droplets versus airborne particles.

“Probably infections we believe to be spread by large droplets also have some airborne transmission.”

Infections spread by the respiratory route are classified by their mode of transmission. 

Airborne infections are transmitted via small, microscopic airborne infectious particles, which hover in the air for long periods of time. Droplet transmission involves large, visible particles, which do not remain suspended in the air, like those expelled during coughing or sneezing.

Guidelines for prevention of influenza are based on the belief that influenza is mainly spread by droplets.

However, many studies also show airborne transmission of influenza, and this study adds to the evidence.

The belief that a surgical mask is good enough for infection prevention and that the more purpose-designed respirators are not necessary came to the fore globally during the 2009 pandemic, and again during the Ebola epidemic of 2014, where many guidelines recommended surgical masks. 

During serious epidemics, often drugs or vaccines are unavailable, and frontline health workers require protection from masks, respirators and other personal protective equipment (PPE).

During the Ebola epidemic of 2014, PPE was the mainstay of protection for doctors and nurses. It is also important during influenza pandemics, as vaccine development can take six months from the onset of the pandemic.

“Our research has challenged entrenched practices in infection control from the outset,” Professor MacIntyre said.

“This study confirms and reinforces that respirators should be used to ensure health workers are protected at the frontline.
 
“It is time that guidelines reflect the available evidence, and that safety of health workers is prioritised.”

Media Contact:
UNSW Senior Media Advisor Gabrielle Dunlevy +61293851933 +61423972801 g.dunlevy@unsw.edu.au
NHMRC Centre for Research Excellence in Integrated Systems for Epidemic Response (ISER) Director, Professor Raina MacIntyre +61293853811 r.macintyre@unsw.edu.au

Read the paper online here: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/irv.12474/full

Watch Team MacIntyre’s Eureka Prizes video here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hWfHNzkV15Y
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