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How Long Can I Keep Wearing the Same Respirator Mask?
With the right care, your high-performance mask can last for multiple uses.

By Tara Parker-Pope

Jan. 27, 2022

Where do you typically keep your high-quality, medical-style masks?

A) In several brown paper bags marked with the days of the week, lined up on the window sill.

B) Hanging on hooks near the door.

C) Tucked in a plastic bag in my purse or backpack.

D) Sometimes I find one stuffed in my pocket or on the floor of my car.

If you answered “D,” don’t be embarrassed. I live with mask chaos at my house too. Masks are everywhere — on hooks and
doorknobs, in drawers, stuffed in coat pockets and backpacks and yes, I confess, I have, on occasion, grabbed a mask from the floor
of my car. (Please don’t do this. A study by Clorox found the germiest place in your car is the driver’s side floor mat. The front seat
cup holder was not far behind.)

Now that public health officials are recommending that we all wear high-performance, medical-style masks, known as respirators —
N95s, KN95s and KF94s — mask care is more important than ever. Unlike with cloth masks, you can’t toss a medical-style mask in
the laundry. And high-performance masks cost more — $30 or more for a set of 10 — so it’s important to know how to reuse them.
(The Biden administration has announced it’s giving away 400 million nonsurgical N95 masks at community health centers and
retail pharmacies across the United States, with a limit of three per person.)

Unfortunately, there’s very little official guidance for how to care for and reuse a high-performance mask. The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention has said that health workers coping with mask shortages can reuse respirator masks up to five times. But
people in the medical field are working under unique conditions, and may use a mask during an entire daylong work shift. Most of
the time, the average person wears a mask for much shorter periods, so probably can reuse a mask many more times, said Linsey
Marr, a professor of civil and environmental engineering at Virginia Tech and an expert on viral transmission.

“The existing guidance on respirator care is for health workers and other workers who use respirators in hazardous conditions,” Dr.
Marr said in an email. “For the general public, the conditions (typically not in close contact with infected patients for much of the
day) and expectations (a person trying to reduce their risk of infection while going about their daily life) are much different, and I
don’t think we should apply the same guidance to the two groups.”

Still, the C.D.C. guidance can provide a useful framework to help us make decisions about how long to use a mask. Based on the five-
day rule for health workers, and assuming they wear the mask all day over an eight-hour shift, that suggests about 40 hours of use
per mask, said Anne Miller, executive director at Project N95, a nonprofit that vets and sells high-performance masks. Many of us
wear a mask in 15- and 30-minute increments as we pick up a kid at school or run some errands, which means one mask could last
weeks. Realistically, if you’re taking a mask on and off frequently, your mask will most likely become soiled or the straps will break
before you hit the 40-hour mark.

“I don’t wear my respirator all day long — I go to the grocery store and come back,” Ms. Miller said. “I find that I end up dropping
them in the snow or the floor of the car before I wear them out. Usually the straps wear out before the respiratory capability wears
out.”
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Never try to clean your high-performance mask. While it may feel like synthetic fabric, respirator medical-style masks are made of
layers of high-tech filters that have been electrostatically charged to better attract and trap particles. Washing a mask, or trying to
sanitize it with alcohol, peroxide or even ultraviolet light will degrade it and make it less effective. Just let your mask air out on a
hook, in a paper or mesh bag or on a clean shelf. The best way to keep your mask clean is to wash your hands before touching it,
hold the mask by the straps, and keep it in a clean, dry place when you’re not wearing it. Keep a few masks on hand and rotate their
use so each mask has plenty of time to air out between uses.

I asked Dr. Marr for additional tips on how to take care of a respirator mask to maximize its use. Here’s her advice.

Q: How can we make sure our masks keep filtering particles?

Dr. Marr: This ability can be compromised if any part of the mask is physically damaged in such a way to create leaks. This could be
a tear or hole in the mask, a crease that means it doesn’t seal to the face, or straps that are too loose to pull the respirator closely to
the face.

Q: Can a mask get saturated with particles?

Dr. Marr: People might be concerned about the respirator “filling up” with particles, such that the filter material doesn’t work
anymore, but respirators are designed to handle a large amount of particles and still maintain their filtration ability. Aaron Collins
(@masknerd on Twitter) points out that an N95 is designed to handle 200 milligrams of particles, which would be equivalent to
wearing it nonstop for 200 days in very polluted air such as in Shanghai. The straps or nose bridge will break, the respirator will lose
its shape, or the respirator will become visibly dirty before this happens.

Q: If I’m exposed to an infected person, will my mask be contaminated?

Dr. Marr: It is possible that virus could be on the surface of the respirator, and you could touch it and transfer it to your eyes, nose or
mouth. To minimize this risk, you should handle the respirator by the edges and straps and avoid touching the area in front of the
nose and mouth. Over time — several hours — the virus will die off, so we probably don’t need to worry about accumulating more
than one day’s worth of infectious virus on the material. There is a scary-sounding study that reports that the virus survives for 14
days on an N95, but the researchers dripped a huge amount of virus onto the material — like if you intentionally spit on the mask —
and removed it by soaking it in liquid, which will transfer more than just touching.

The Coronavirus Pandemic: Latest Updates ›
Updated 

A lockdown is quietly imposed in an area near Beijing as the Olympics approach.

The U.K. police ask that some details be omitted from a report on Downing Street parties during a lockdown.

A South Korean naval unit quarantines in Oman after a Covid outbreak on their ship.

Q: So how long do viral particles really survive on a mask?

Dr. Marr: We are studying this question using a more realistic way of getting aerosolized virus onto an N95, and the virus decays to
nearly undetectable levels in 30 minutes.

Q: What do you think about the “40 hours of use” rule?

Dr. Marr: Forty hours of total use, whether over five eight-hour periods or a bunch of shorter periods, should be fine. The straps
may become too loose or break, the respirator may lose its shape, or it may become visibly dirty before the 40 hours are up, in which
case you should replace it. I have an N95 that I have worn for two round-trip plane trips totaling 25 plus hours and for attending
church a few times, going to the store a few times, and attending a gymnastics meet, and it’s finally getting dirty enough — mainly
from rubbing against my face — and losing its shape, such that I’m planning to toss it.

Q: I’ve seen advice to air your masks out in multiple paper bags, labeled with the day of the week, and to rotate masks every five
days. But most people just toss their masks in a drawer or purse, or hang them on hooks. Does it really matter?

Dr. Marr: I don’t think this is necessary. I do like the idea of airing it out. I leave mine lying around or hanging on a hook. If I’m
transporting it in my backpack or purse, I keep it in a plastic bag to protect it from damage.

The Coronavirus Pandemic: Key Things to Know
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Q: What if your mask goes through the wash? Can you wear it in the rain?

Dr. Marr: Consider it ruined if it has gone through the wash or otherwise gotten soaked.
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Cooking for brain health

I’ve had a great time writing the Eat Well Challenge this month and have loved hearing from readers about your own experiences.
After interviewing experts about the link between the foods we eat and our brain health, I’ve been making an effort to eat more
avocados, leafy greens and seafood. Don’t forget to sign up for Mental Fitness Kitchen, a free online cooking class hosted by Dr.
Drew Ramsey and Chef Emilie Berner. The final installment of the Eat Well Challenge will arrive Monday.

Register today: 
Mental Fitness Kitchen, Feb. 7, 6:30 p.m. E.S.T.

Find your zest!

As promised, I plan to feature readers’ “words of the year” from time to time. This week’s word is: zest. Here’s what readers had to
say.

“I feel like I’ve reached stability in life, and I’d like to say yes more and appreciate life while I’m living it. I loved this definition

of zest: ‘The concept of zest involves performing tasks wholeheartedly, whilst also being adventurous, vivacious and

energetic.’ I really resonate with wholeheartedness and would like to focus on bringing zest to every day in 2022.” — Joan

Gibbons, San Francisco

“I’m happiest when I’m going at life full throttle, but the pandemic is holding me back! Hope that’s not true again this year!”

— Mary Ann Emswiler, Hamden, Conn.

“I was diagnosed with a serious health issue right before Covid-19 struck the U.S. Then, as I was going through it, the entire

world sheltered in place with me. Now I’m recovered and ready to face 2022 with a newfound zest. I am ready to seek out all

the zest in life that is waiting for me. Look out world.” — Theresa Stremple, Fresno, Calif.

Read the original article: 
What’s Your Word of the Year?

The Week in Well

Here are some stories you don’t want to miss:

Melinda Wenner Moyer has advice about hot flashes at work.

Gretchen Reynolds extols the benefits of a 10-minute daily walk.

Amelia Nierenberg answers the question: Why does alcohol mess with my sleep?

Catch up on the Eat Well Challenge here.

And of course, we’ve got the Weekly Health Quiz.

Let’s keep the conversation going. Follow me on Facebook or Twitter for daily check-ins, or write to me at
well_newsletter@nytimes.com.

Stay well!

Omicron in retreat. Though the U.S. is still facing overwhelmed hospitals and more than 2,400 deaths a day, encouraging signs are

emerging as new cases start to fall nationally. But experts warned that spotty immunity and the threat of new variants mean the virus is

not likely to ever completely disappear.
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