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Let me start by saying that the known science continues to lag well behind actual circumstances of the 

pandemic.  We know more than we did in March, but not nearly enough to give definitive answers to the 

questions that are being asked by many around the world.  

Question: Here in MA, recent coronavirus statistics show the locations of where clusters are occurring - places 

like shelters, restaurants and it shows households to be so much larger. Why is this? 

• Contact tracing in Massachusetts, as in all states, is not nearly thorough enough to really know where spread 

is occurring.  As you have probably read, the contact tracers are having considerable difficulty doing their 

jobs due to lack of cooperation from infected and exposed individuals.  Some of this arises because people 

simply aren't answering their phones, but some is due to obstructionist behavior.  The reason Gov Baker 

shut down the ice hockey rinks for 2 weeks was because the hockey teams and associated parents were 

refusing to cooperate.  

• I suspect that contact tracing is more successful in household settings because these settings generally 

involve fewer subject and because the subjects are more motivated to cooperate.  On the other hand, it is 

probably extremely difficult to get accurate contact tracing from settings like retail stores.  So, this would 

tend to make it appear that there is more spread in households than elsewhere simply because there is 

more data.  

Question: Wouldn’t that say that at a minimum the warning would be to: stay at home and don't let any 

family members not in your bubble, nor friends, enter!  

• The likelihood of getting infected with coronavirus depends on the length of time of exposure and the 

setting in which the exposure occurs, as well as the infectivity of the source patient.  Closed indoor settings 

are clearly more likely to lead to spread than outdoor gatherings.  And one must assume that the number of 

air exchanges per hour in an indoor setting would be related to total viral particles present in infective 

aerosols.  But I'm not sure that anyone has yet quantified how many air exchanges per hour are enough.  

And because the virus is so contagious, it probably doesn't take much time or many viral particles to spread 

the disease.   So, 5 seconds in the wrong place at the wrong time can lead to infection.  

• Bottom line - as far as I am concerned, any closed indoor setting is a high risk setting unless the only people 

in that setting are members of your quarantine pod.  As you know, the big problem with household settings 

is that people are assuming that family members that aren't members of their immediate quarantine pods 

are not infected, when this is often not true.  

Question: Can we say with confidence still that masks + distance + hand washing are the means to stay safe? 

Perhaps the 4th element is air circulation/purification/limited time staying in the same close quarters.   

• I don't think science can yet answer precisely how effective cloth masks are at preventing spread.  Large 

scale epidemiologic studies done to date show that high compliance with mask use in a population slows the 

pandemic by a significant degree.  Public health experts have been saying for months that the primary role 

of masks is to keep infected individuals from spreading virus to others, but there is a growing consensus that 

masks may also help protect the wearers from incoming virus.  

• Likewise, for handwashing - definitely helpful if done properly (i.e. for at least 20 seconds), but precise 

benefit not yet quantified.  



Question: So, sitting 6 ft. away from one another at Thanksgiving or Christmas in living room/dining room for 2-

3 hrs. in a household is going to be risky in a way that a trip to Walmart for 20 min. will not be? 

• Mask compliance is a real issue.  I'm sure we have all seen people whose masks don't cover their noses - 

thereby totally eliminating any benefit of the mask.  Many people are still using "neck gaiters", which studies 

have shown are probably worse than no mask at all.  Going into a retail setting right now is basically a 

version of Russian Roulette.  If another shopper walks within 6 feet of you while using improper mask 

technique, and you get caught in their coronavirus slipstream - it only takes a few seconds to acquire their 

virus if your mask is not fully sealed around your mouth and nose.  

• So yes- my advice is to behave as if we are still in full lockdown mode if you can.  No indoor exposure to 

anyone that is not in your quarantine pod.  Family gatherings all held with masks and outdoors, using space 

heaters if needed.  Wear a mask whenever you leave your home for outdoor activities like walks and bike 

rides.   Avoid all other settings if possible.  Assume everyone you see outside your home is infected.  It 

would be a shame to trade a few more weeks of inconvenience for a potentially devastating disease.  

Until the vaccine is available, plan to behave as above.   If everyone else in the US followed the same plan we 

could probably "flatten the curve" again.  That has basically been Dr. Fauci's message for the last 6 months.  

 


