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•Mask use initially discouraged by federal leadership
•Following endorsement by CDC in March, quickly politicized
•As impact of Stay-at-Home orders (economic, mental health, 
educational) became apparent, low economic impact non-
pharmaceutical interventions became a primary option for 
curbing the pandemic

Respiratory Protection During the COVID Pandemic



• Why the switch in 
guidance?
−Can the government be 

trusted?
• What sorts of masks can 

be considered?
• Where do they need to be 

worn
• How beneficial are they to 

user and others?
• Can they be effectively 

used by those other than 
healthy adults (eg, 
medical conditions, kids)?

Efforts at Education



Trends in community-based observations of mask-wearing by 
Tri-County Health Department, Summer 2020  



Impact of State Face Mask Mandates on COVID-19



Goldman Sachs:  Impact of Face Mask Mandates



Association of Face Mask Mandates with COVID-19 Cases, Tri-
County Health Department Area, Colorado 



Message Testing among Minority Communities:  Top Two Messages



Ongoing Evolution of Public Messages

• Messaging needs to be ongoing, 
multi-modal, culturally targeted

• Appeals to altruism can work
• Shaming, politicization doesn’t 

work



Timing is Everything:  Considering Respiratory Protection from 
Wildfire Smoke During the COVID Pandemic



•Readily available “respiratory protection 101” for baseline 
understanding of uses in variety of settings

•Context and target audience-specific information, available for 
“just in time” use and consistently delivered

•Clear explanation of the range of options (eg, avoiding the 
perfect being the enemy of the good)

•Materials adaptable for easy use and branding 

What Supports Does Public Health Need to Effectively 
Communicate?



• Collateral benefit of mask wearing on 
other respiratory infections, especially 
those for which highly effective 
vaccines not available

• Could more widespread use of masks 
during subsequent annual influenza 
seasons reduce transmission and 
maintain “masks are useful” norms?
−Such norms could be useful 

if/when another respiratory 
pandemic occurs

• Other uses to support norms
− “Bad air” days due to smoke, air 

pollution
−Commuter cycling
−Common courtesy if going out with 

mild URI symptoms

Learnings from the Pandemic:  Largest Natural Experiment in 
Promoting Respiratory Protection in World History
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