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This document contains information about the safety of the hand-sewn 

masks, caps, and gowns that we are collecting, including how to properly 

use them, whether they can be reused, major governing bodies current 

stance on this equipment and how to request hand-sewn masks, caps, and 

gowns from this initiative. We recommend you circulate this information to 

your entire staff to ensure they have the information to use this equipment 

and educate any patients on it’s importance. 

 

DISCLAIMER 

● Hand-sewn masks should only be provided to those who are unable to acquire manufactured 

PPE (e.g., medical masks or N-95 respirators) that are regulated and safety tested.  

● Homemade masks, caps, and gowns are not considered PPE, since their capability to protect 
users is unknown. We are unable to guarantee the effectiveness or safety of hand-sewn 
masks, caps, and gowns for wearers. Our goal is to provide the best protective equipment we 
can manage for those who cannot acquire any during these unprecedented times.  

● Caution should be exercised when considering this equipment option. Homemade masks 
should ideally be used in combination with a face shield that covers the entire front and sides 
of the face. 

● Studies show that hand-sewn masks may be approximately 3-30% effective at reducing the 
user’s exposure to airborne particles.  

● Users should be aware that hand-sewn masks, caps, and gowns may give users a false sense 
of protection that may encourage risk taking and/or decrease attention to other hygiene 
measures (Consensus Study Report, 2006). 

● We are unable to compensate donors for costs of supplies or labor.  

● The designs provided to our sewers are the current best practice we have found reviewed by 

medical professionals OR have been submitted to us by volunteers and approved as an 

acceptable mask, cap, or gown.  

 

 

 



 

1. Who should be wearing masks, caps, and gowns and how should you wear 

them?  
 

*This is information provided by the World Health Organization about how to use surgical masks but the 

same principles could be applied to hand sewn masks.* 

 

The WHO has laid out these recommendations for who should be wearing masks and how to wear them: 

● If you are healthy you do NOT need to wear a mask 

● The only healthy individuals who should wear masks are healthcare workers and those taking 

care of individuals who may be sick as they are more at risk of catching COVID-19 

● Those with a fever, cough or runny nose should wear a mask to reduce the spread of infection 

● Before putting on a mask, clean hands with alcohol-based hand rub or soap and water. 

● Cover your mouth and nose with the mask and make sure there are no gaps between your face 

and the mask. 

● Avoid touching the mask while using it; if you do, clean your hands with alcohol-based hand rub 

or soap and water. 

● Replace the mask with a new one as soon as it is damp and do not reuse single-use masks. 

● To remove the mask: remove it from behind (do not touch the front of the mask); discard 

immediately in a closed bin; clean hands with alcohol-based hand rub or soap and water. 

 

In a document provided by the WHO with the purpose of providing quick advice to communities and 

HCP on individuals should wear masks in certain settings, this is what they had to say on mask use in 

health care facilities (29 Jan 2020): 

 

Individuals with respiratory symptoms should: 

● wear a mask while waiting in triage or waiting areas or during transportation within the facility 

● wear a medical mask when staying in cohorting areas dedicated to suspected or confirmed 

cases; 

● do not wear a medical mask when isolated in single rooms but cover mouth and nose when 

coughing or sneezing with disposable paper tissues. Dispose them appropriately and perform 

hand hygiene immediately afterwards.  

Health care workers should: 

● wear a medical mask when entering a room where patients suspected or confirmed of being 

infected with 2019-nCoV are admitted and in any situation of care provided to a suspected or 

confirmed cases 

● use a particulate respirator at least as protective as a US National Institute for Occupational 

Safety and Health (NIOSH)-certified N95, European Union (EU) standard FFP2, or equivalent, 

when performing aerosol-generating procedures such as tracheal intubation, noninvasive 

ventilation, tracheotomy, cardiopulmonary resuscitation, manual ventilation before intubation, 

and bronchoscopy 

 



When and how to wear medical masks to protect against coronavirus? (WHO, 2020) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=67&v=M4olt47pr_o&feature=emb_title 

 

 

 

The Michael Garron Hospital in Toronto is collecting hand-sewn masks to provide to visitors, discharged 

patients and to distribute in the community and not to give to health care providers (Michael Garron 

Hospital, 2020).  

 

2. Are hand-sewn masks, caps, and gowns safe? 
There is conflicting research on the efficacy of hand-made masks to protect against viruses such as 

SARS-CoV-2. Efficacy can vary based on mask material, design and fit. Here is a summary of 2 studied on 

the topic:  

● A 2013 randomized controlled study involving health care professionals showed that cloth 

masks made from cotton t-shirts were less effective than medical masks at preventing infection. 

This was attributed to moisture, liquid diffusion and retention of the virus. The authors used 

air-sampling techniques to test the number of microorganisms isolated from coughs of healthy 

individuals wearing either surgical masks, cotton masks, or no masks. Though the cotton masks 

significantly reduced the amount expelled by volunteers when compared to no masks, surgical 

masks were 3 times more effective at blocking transmission (Davies et al., 2013). 

○ Key point: The authors concluded that a hand-sewn mask is safer than no mask, but that 

hand-sewn masks should be a last resort  

● A study from 2015 compared the effectiveness of hand-sewn cloth masks to medical masks in 

terms of preventing respiratory illness. The infection rates were significantly higher in the cloth 

mask arm, and penetration of cloth masks by particles was almost 97% versus 44% for medical 

masks (MacIntyre et al, 2015). 

○ Key point: The authors concluded that it was unclear if a cloth mask would be better 

than no mask, and warned against using hand-sewn cloth masks  

 

Some have suggested that hand-sewn masks may be better suited to prevent someone who is ill from 

spreading illness, rather than to protect someone from illness (Davies et al., 2013).  

 
 
 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=67&v=M4olt47pr_o&feature=emb_title


3. What do government organizations advise regarding hand-sewn masks, caps, 

and gowns?  

Health Canada 

“Health Canada is advising the public, as well as healthcare professionals to use caution when 

considering the use of homemade masks to protect against the transmission of COVID-19” (Health 

Canada, 31 March 2020) 

UPDATE (April 6) - “Canadians can use non-medical masks in tandem with social distancing measures 

to limit the transmission of the deadly virus” CBC Article - Dr Tam 

World Health Organization 

UPDATE (April 3) - "We can certainly see circumstances in which the use of masks, both homemade or 

cloth masks, at community level may help in an overall, comprehensive response to this disease”, 

“And we will support governments in making those decisions based on the situation they find 

themselves in in terms of transmission, based on the context in which they're dealing and the 

resources that they have at their disposal." - U.S. News Article -Mike Ryan 

Center for Disease Control 

“In settings where N95 respirators are so limited that routinely practiced standards of care for 

wearing N95 respirators and equivalent or higher level of protection respirators are no longer 

possible, and surgical masks are not available, as a last resort, it may be necessary for HCP to use 

masks that have never been evaluated or approved by NIOSH or homemade masks. It may be 

considered to use these masks for care of patients with COVID-19, tuberculosis, measles, and 

varicella. However, caution should be exercised when considering this option.”  (CDC, 17 March 2020) 

UPDATE (April 6) - “Everyone should wear a cloth face cover when they have to go out in public, for 

example to the grocery store or to pick up other necessities. The cloth face cover is meant to protect 

other people in case you are infected.” CDC Prevent Illness 

 

 

4. Can hand sewn masks, caps, and gowns be reused? 
There is limited evidence and mixed opinion regarding how often you should replace hand sewn masks, 

caps, and gowns during wear, and whether they can be reused.  

● The Sault Area Hospital recommends making 3 masks per person: one to wear, one in the wash, 

one for a spare or to share. For best results in cleaning masks - immediately upon removing, 

spray the front and back with hydrogen peroxide to kill germs, then wash in soap and hot water 

(Sault Area Hospital, 2020). 

● The WHO guidelines for surgical mask use: If you choose to wash and reuse masks, you should 

use extreme precautions. 

 

Reuse of these masks is entirely up to you, it is not recommended by governing health authorities.  

 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/non-medical-masks-covid-19-spread-1.5523321
https://www.usnews.com/news/world-report/articles/2020-04-03/who-debating-use-of-masks-for-general-public-but-will-support-countrys-decisions
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/prevention.html


5. How can you request donations for your facility?  
We intend to match donors with facilities in Northern Ontario requesting hand-sewn masks, caps, and 

gowns. Please fill out the form at the following link and we will do our best to get back to you within 48 

hours to confirm receipt: Donation Request Form. Once we have a donation to make your need we will 

send you further information on the handling of the masks, caps, and gowns. 
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