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Early in the course of the pandemic, my mom dropped off a pile of homemade masks for me and my husband. She’s always been a crafty person, sewing my dresses when I was in preschool and making many a Halloween costume from scratch. So it was no surprise that she was able to produce simple cloth masks with layered fabrics that were reasonably comfortable. She even included one special mask just for me—a frothy confection trimmed with cream-colored lace and black silk ribbons fit for a gothic fashion show. “That one’s just for fun,” she emphasized, since the woolly fabric is very porous and not reinforced with a filter.

But do we really have to sacrifice fashion for function when it comes to effective face masks? Not necessarily, (please click on this link for more data) according to the myriad experts who spoke to our reporter Erin Blakemore. 

Since surgical masks and N95 respirators are most urgently needed in hospitals, the public at large is being encouraged to use cloth face coverings, none of which are exactly perfect at blocking potentially dangerous respiratory droplets. Still, something is, in fact, better than nothing. In one recent study, scientists found that a mask made of two layers of cotton quilting fabric stopped droplets from traveling more than 2.5 inches from a person’s face, versus the eight feet those drops reached unimpeded by a mask.

The benefits of wearing a mask should be obvious. But as with any large cultural shift, adopting the practice will take time. Currently, just 60 percent of people in the U.S. always wear some kind of face covering when they leave home, according to a National Geographic and Morning Consult poll. (I was disappointed to see fellow GenXers were the least likely to take this simple safety precaution.) Putting aside political divides, common complaints about mask-wearing include discomfort and difficulty breathing, though I have to imagine vanity plays a role. Luckily, Blakemore reports, innovators from nanotech scientists to fashion designers are already stepping up to find solutions that will make masks more breathable, more beautiful, and more inclusive.

I choose to keep my glass half full and believe that at some point, we’ll get new treatments, develop a vaccine, and find our way out of this nightmare. In the meantime, I applaud efforts to build a better mask that will hopefully encourage everyone to embrace a simple accessory—and to care, not just about your safety, but the well-being of others.






