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As with nearly every-
thing else having to do 
with COVID-19, the issue 
of wearing masks has tak-
en a bit of a political turn. 
An article in the May 15 
Washington Post showed 
that 73% of self-identifi ed 
Democrats wore face 
masks compared to 59% 
of Republicans.

But neither percentage 
is likely high enough to 
make a signifi cant impact 
on reducing the spread 
of the virus, according to 
De Kai, a researcher at the 
University of California 
Berkeley’s International 
Computer Science 
Institute and a profes-
sor at the Hong Kong 
University of Science and 
Technology.

Kai is also the lead 
researcher in a paper 
supporting the universal 
wearing of masks by the 
population.

“If the majority of 
people mask up by about 
day 50 of the outbreak 
we can greatly curb the 
spread of the virus,” Kai 
said in a companion 

video to the research 
paper. “If 80 to 90% of the 
population wear masks 
we’ll be not only able to 
fl atten the curve, we’ll 
be able to signifi cantly 
reduce the spread of the 
virus and we’ll be able to 
return to normal sooner 
than later.”

Kai is in a unique 
situation given his con-
nections to both Hong 

Kong and California, and 
he was quick to notice 
the difference between 
the number of cases 
between Asian countries, 
where mask use is almost 
universal, and the United 
States.

Japan, which by most 
accounts has done a 
horrible job managing the 
pandemic — so much so 
that a poll released Kyodo 

news agency on May 10, 
showed 57.5% of Japanese 
residents disapproved of 
the way the government 
was handling the matter 
— has had much better 
results than Florida, with 
less than half the cases 
and deaths despite having 
105 million more people. 
The primary difference is 
Japan is considered one 
of the countries the paper 

said had a “masking 
culture,” meaning masks 
were common even 
before COVID-19 and 
more so now.

The nine “masking 
culture” countries rank 
No. 1-8 and No. 11 in 
terms of slowest daily 
growth of the virus and 
not a single one has 
seen a complete strict 
lockdown (mass home 
quarantine), with fi ve of 
the countries having had 
partial lockdowns.

Kai’s research found 
that if 80% of a popula-
tion wore masks infection 
rates would be just 8.5% 
compared to nobody 
wearing a mask.

Kai’s team used an 
Artifi cial Intelligence fore-
casting model they called 
“masksim” which shows 
a random group of 200 
people and how many 
will become infected 
based on the percentage 
of people wearing masks. 
The model also allows 
you to determine the 
effectiveness of different 
types of masks, ranging 
from N95 masks to 
homemade masks.
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Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis, left, wears a protective face mask as he arrives for a news conference during the new coronavirus pandemic, Thursday, May 14, 2020, in 
Doral.
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People wearing face masks to protect themselves against the spread of the coronavirus enjoy 
shopping in Yokohama, near Tokyo, Tuesday, May 19.

To mask or not to mask

“If 80 to 90% of the population wear 
masks we’ll be not only able to fl atten the 
curve, we’ll be able to signifi cantly reduce 
the spread of the virus and we’ll be able 
to return to normal sooner than later.”

De Kai

Researcher at University of California Berkeley’s International Computer Science Institute
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