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ABSTRACT 

BACKGROUND: 

Coronavirus disease 2019(COVID-19) continues to spread all over world and is outpacing the resources and capacity of 

health care systems. This rapidly spreading COVID-19 infection is caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 

2 (SARS-CoV-2) and has been challenging the medical community and keeping the whole world in great threat to an 

unprecedented degree. 

OBJECTIVES:  

The objective of this review article is to describe details of social distancing, hand hygiene and wearing face masks 

including there role in controlling the current COVID-19 pandemic.  

METHOD: 

We conducted an electronic search of Google Scholar, Scopus, Medline and PubMed databases for articles between 

June  to September 2021.  

RESULTS: 

The novel SARS-CoV-2 virus is transmitted from person to person by respiratory droplets or contact with an infected person. 

There are no established medications and vaccine available until now to restrain the transmission of the COVID-19 

infection. Currently, social distancing, hand hygiene and wearing a mask are key steps to lower the transmission of the 

SARS-CoV-2 virus in COVID-19 pandemic. As this infection is highly contagious via a respiratory pathway through coughing, 

sneezing and contact with an infected surface, the spread can be reduced by the proper practice of  social distancing, 

hand hygiene or frequent hand washing and wearing mask. These universal precautions should be done as COVID-19 

patients may be asymptomatic.  

CONCLUSION: 

Social distancing, hand washing and wearing face masks are cheap and widely acceptable methods for the prevention 

of the COVID-19 infection. The goal of this review paper is to discuss social dis tancing, hand hygiene and face mask 

information, including its role in managing the current COVID-19 pandemic 
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INTRODUCTION 

COVID-19 infection refers to an outbreak of the acute 

respiratory infection caused by a novel coronavirus, called 

severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2(SARS-

CoV-2). [1] This infection was first started at Wuhan, Hubei 

Province of China and it has rapidly spread throughout the 

world. [2] COVID-19 infections have a dramatic impact on 

the health care systems even in the developed countries of 

the world. Vaccines and curative medicines against 

COVID-19 infections are not available to date. As there is 

no effective vaccine, the only choice to prevent this 

infection is to break the transmission link. In this context, 

public health actions are vital steps to reduce the 

transmission of the virus. Social distancing, hand hygiene 

and wearing masks are less expensive and widely 

acceptable preventive measures for both individual 

protection and pandemic prevention of the COVID-19 

infections. [3] However, it is very difficult to maintain these 

three norms for effective compliance. In one study, it was 

found that most important recommendation of prevention 

of the COVID-19 infections by use of the face mask which 

protect from the coughing, sneezing from the infected 

persons along with hand washing and social distancing. [4] 

Maintaining the appropriate distance from people, 

avoiding the touching of the eyes, nose and mouth are also 

important advisories for presentation of COVID-19 

infections. There are not many studies or literature 

regarding the role of social distancing, hand washing and 

wearing masks in the COVID-19 pandemic. This review 

article focuses on the importance of social distancing, 

hand washing and use of face masks during current 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

METHODS  

We conducted an electronic search of Google Scholar, 

Scopus, Medline and PubMed databases for articles. The 

search terms in the data base included social distancing, 

hand hygiene, wearing face masks and COVID-19 

pandemic. The abstracts of the published articles were 

identified manually from these citations. We started by 

searching the Scopus, PubMed, Medline, and Google 

Scholar databases online. A search strategy using PRISMA 

(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-Analysis) guidelines was developed. This search 

strategy recognized the abstracts of published articles, 

while other research articles were discovered manually 

from the citations. Observational studies, comparative 

studies, case series, and case reports were evaluated for 

eligibility. There were a total number of 82 articles (32 

original articles, 28 case series, 22 case reports) (Figure 1). 

This review examines the importance of social distancing, 

hand hygiene and wearing a face mask in controlling the 

current COVID-19 pandemic. This review article presents a 

baseline from where further studies can be designed 

regarding these universal precautions for controlling this 

dreaded pandemic as there are not many studies or 

reviews in medical literature. 

FIGURE 1: FLOW CHART OF METHODS FOR LITERATURE SEARCH 
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EPIDEMIOLOGY 

COVID-19 infection is a highly contagious disease of the 

respiratory tract. The first patient of the COVID-19 infection 

was reported in Wuhan, Hubei Province, China in late 

December 2019. [5] COVID-19 infections continue to 

spread and currently are affecting more than 200 countries 

and territories across the world. By February 27, 2020, more 

than 82,000 COVID-19 positive patients and more than 

2,800 deaths were documented of which approximately 

95% of the positive cases and 97% of deaths were in China. 

[6] By March 26th, 2020, there were 46,2684 positive cases 

of COVID-19 infection were reported in 199 countries. [7] By 

20th July 2020, total of 14,348,858 persons were infected 

and 603,691 had died because of the COVID-19 infections 

in 213 countries. [8] While more than 30 countries showed 

highest level of response, the COVID-19 infection continues 

to spread in different parts of the world. [9] Strict lockdown 

leads to jeopardising people’s livelihoods with vulnerability 

of the population or family going into poverty. The poverty 

may push towards the death of people because of the 

vulnerability to other diseases. Lockdowns can be relaxed 

with strictness with lifestyle actions such as social distancing, 

frequent hand washing and wearing face masks. As there 

is high vulnerability of the COVID-19 infection in the 

community, hand hygiene, use of face mask and social 

distancing are repeatedly emphasized for whole 

populations. [10] Most countries are now strictly following 

social distancing, hand washing and wearing face mask 

protocols. Adapting to these universal precautions, there is 

slow decline of SARS-CoV-2 viral transmission in current life-

threatening situations. Due to the fear of second waves of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, social distancing, hand washing 

and wearing face masks are now greatest priorities to 

minimize the morbidity and mortality due to COVID-19 

infection. 

 

COVID-19 VIRUS 

The causative microbiological agent for COVID-19 

infection was identified as a novel corona virus which was 

known as acute respiratory syndrome corona virus 2(SARS-

CoV-2) and this disease is called as corona virus disease 

2019 (COVID-19) by World Health Organization (WHO). [11] 

SARS-CoV-2 (Fig 2) was earlier known as 2019-nCoV, 

positive-sense, single stranded RNA virus with diameter of 

60 to 140 nm11. SARS-CoV-2 is included in the genus of beta 

corona virus. [12] So far, this is the seventh member of the 

corona virus family which can infect human being. The 

incubation period of SARS-CoV-2 ranges from 1 to 14 days 

with a median of 5-6 days. Although a recent study reports 

that the incubation period may extend to 24 days, [13] a 

longer incubation period has implications in quarantine 

policies and prevention of the spread of the disease. 

Respiratory droplets are primarily responsible for 

transmission of the infection. However, blood and stool can 

also cause transmission of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, so raises 

questions regarding the mode of transmission of the 

infection. [14]  

 

FIGURE 2: STRUCTURE OF THE COVID-19 VIRUS (GREEN ARROW IS SPIKE PROTEIN OVER LIPID MEMBRANE, BLUE ARROW 

INDICATES RNA). 
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TRANSMISSION OF THE INFECTION 

SARS-CoV-2 spreads by air-borne transmission, respiratory 

droplets and contaminated surfaces. [15] There are four 

patterns of the transmission of the COVID-19 infections, and 

these include community transmission, nosocomial 

transmission, household transmission and transmission of the 

infection in a closed environment. [16] Prevention of the 

viral transmission from human to human is the most 

challenging step in current COVID-19 pandemic. The rapid 

spread of the COVID-19 infection is mainly due to 

asymptomatic cases and travelling of the cases with or 

without symptoms. Certain surgical procedure like 

tracheostomy which is considered as aerosol generating 

procedures and high risk for exposing the aerosols from the 

air way to the health care professionals or others. [17,18] 

The common clinical symptoms of the COVID-19 patients 

are cough, fever, fatigue and dyspnea. There are some 

patients those are asymptomatic and considered as si lent 

carriers in this pandemic. There are also symptoms like 

anosmia and taste alterations are two important features 

are associated with this patient. Therefore, health care 

workers should be aware about these symptoms and so 

can prevent from transmission to them and other patients. 

The procedures which deal with nose, nasopharynx, oral 

cavity, larynx and trachea which produces respiratory 

droplets, leads to transmission of the infections. After 

declaration of the COVID-19 infection as a pandemic by 

the WHO on 11 March 2020, most countries declared 

preparedness against COVID-19 such as lock-down, social 

distancing, hand washing and wearing face mask. 

Frequent hand washing, wearing masks and social 

distancing are the proven approach to slow the 

exponential spread of the SARS-CoV-2 in current threat 

situation of the COVID-19 pandemic. [19]  

 

SOCIAL DISTANCING 

Social distancing is also called as physical distancing which 

is about keeping a safe distance between people. Social 

distancing is an important public health measure which 

reduces social interaction between people based on 

touch or physical proximity.[20] The virus mainly spreads 

during breathing, coughing, talking or sneezing through 

droplet contamination. To stop the spread of COVID-19, 

the person should avoid close contact with anyone who 

does not live with them. Social distancing is a critical 

measure for the slowing the rapidly spreading COVID-19 

pandemic. Social distancing should be maintained by at 

least six feet from one person to other. Social distancing 

should be practiced rigorously for minimizing the spread of 

the COVID-19 infection. It is safe to avoid crowded places 

and social gathering for maintain proper social distancing 

as it is difficult to maintain six feet distance from other 

person. However, a high compliance is required for getting 

maximum impact which may not be easily achievable. 

Even at the time of lockdown, person to person contacts in 

supermarkets or medical care, many citizens were not 

obeyed properly. As several people are moving constantly, 

the SARS-CoV-2 can be easily picked up when social 

distancing is not rigorously practiced. This makes the virus 

back into the home and workplace and lead to 

community spread of the virus easily. Individuals more than 

70 years of age should strictly practice social distancing 

meaning they must maintain a two-meter distance from 

other persons and avoid gatherings or congregations. [21] 

This social distancing measure is targeted to decrease the 

contacts by 50% at the workplace and reduce other 

contacts by 75%. [22] All individuals must practice social 

distancing to prevent the transmission of the viral infections 

from human to human. Non-essential use of the public 

transport should be avoided and the arrangement to work 

from the home. Person should use remote technology to 

keep in touch with family and friends, so that small and 

large gatherings can be avoided. Online services and 

telephone should be utilized for contacting health care 

professionals and other essential services. [23] The power of 

social distancing should be properly understood by the 

public and health care professionals. The power of the 

social distancing is given in (Table 1). [24]  

TABLE 1: POWER OF THE SOCIAL DISTANCING AND RATE OF COVID-19 INFECTION 

NOW   5 DAYS 30DAYS 

1 person 2.5 persons are infected 406 persons are infected 

50% LESS EXPOSURE 5 DAYS 30DAYS 

1 person 1.25 persons are infected  15 persons are infected 
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75% LESS EXPOSURE 5 DAYS 30DAYS 

1 person 1 person is infected 3 persons are infected 

 

 

HAND HYGIENE 

Hand hygiene is an important element for prevention of the 

transmission of the viral infection. The literature showed that 

frequent hand washing would minimize the risk of viral 

transmission by 55%. [25] Appropriate hand washing can 

break the transmission cycle of the virus and reduce the risk 

of infection between 6% to 44%. [26] The behaviors of hand 

hygiene in COVID-19 pandemic reflect the global issue and 

its presentation. There should be feedback for monitoring 

hand hygiene and this should be monitored properly. 

However, there are still some inadequacies. In line withthe 

WHO recommendation, hand washing should be done 

thoroughly, including for inter-digital web spaces, wrists and 

finger nails for at least 20 seconds with soap and water. 

Frequent hand washing causes prolonged exposure to 

water and chemical or physical agents which lead to 

several pathophysiologic changes with epidermal barrier 

disruption of the hand. Hand hygiene products are 

available in different types such as bar or liquid soaps, 

synthetic detergents, antiseptic hand washes and alcohol-

based hand sanitizers (ABHSs). These work by penetrating 

into the viral membrane to denature and coagulate the 

proteins, disruption of the cellular metabolism and 

enhances the lyses’ of the viral particles. [27] For health 

care workers, hands must be washed before and after 

encountering patients with the use of ABHS and antiseptics 

with antiviral activity. [28] Each formulation is usually 

effective against COVID-19 infection but these may alter 

the skin barrier integrity and functional aspect, leading to 

the chance of the hand dermatitis. The alteration in the skin 

of the hand due to excessive hand washing may cause 

dryness of the skin and even contact dermatitis. Wet work 

and synthetic detergents are often contributors in causing 

hand dermatitis because of the inclusion of the 

preservative, surfactant and fragrance allergens. A mixture 

of the chemical and physical irritants e.g., detergents and 

hot water leads to release of pro-inflammatory cytokines 

from keratinocytes which instigate the disruption of the skin 

barriers of the hands. The documented irritants are 

detergents, iodophors, chlorhexidine, triclosan and 

alcohol-based products. Methods for avoiding hand 

dermatitis include devoid of common allergens and use of 

moisturizers. Individuals with recalcitrant hand dermatitis  

should be properly evaluated and treated by a 

dermatologist. These manifestations of the skin can be 

managed by applying moisturizer immediately after hand 

washing. The proper technique of rinsing of the hands 

should be done gently to prevent physical irritation of the 

skin. Regular skin hydration is the key point for preventing 

the dermatitis on the hand as a consequence of the 

frequent hand washing. These hydrating products should 

be applied liberally, several times per day, specifically after 

washing hand. In case of person with highly sensitive skin 

which easily develop dermatitis, short course of topical 

corticosteroids can be used to minimize the signs and 

symptoms of the inflammations of the skin. Those are 

wearing protective gloves; it is recommended to wash the 

hands and use moisturizers whenever gloves are removed. 

Awareness about adverse effects for hand washing should 

be promoted such as to avoiding excessive hand washing, 

prolonged surgical scrubbing and prolonged use of gloves. 

[29]  

 

WEARING MASK 

Face mask use by the general population for preventing 

the spread of the COVID-19 infection is controversial, 

though increasingly recommended. Mass uses of face 

masks for healthy individuals in the community were not 

recommended by the WHO to prevent the SARS-CoV-2 

virus in its interim guidance of April 6, 2020. [30] Public 

Health England (PHE) had not recommended same as 

WHO, but Centers for Disease Control and Presentation 

(CDC) advised for wearing cloth masks in public places. 

[31] After this, several countries accepted mass mask use in 

public spaces. Mass use of the face mask is useful for the 

daily workers those cannot stay at home. As daily workers 

return to work, mass use of the face mask might be helpful 

to reduce the transmission of the SARS-CoV-2 virus. The 

exact pathophysiology of the COVID-19 is still unclear, and 

the droplet and contact transmission are thought to be 

important route. Wearing face mask is a simple method to 

prevent the transmission of the virus which reduces the 

spread of the disease. [32] Use of face mask prohibits 

pathogens from entering into the respiratory airway which 

will cut the droplet transmission route directly. Face masks 

will purify the air entering into lungs by filtration of inspiratory 
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air. Currently, few western countries oppose mask wearing 

by general community members, however, the experience 

from China and South Korea showed that use of face 

masks are a effective protective measure. There are 

several types of the masks available such as medical or 

homemade masks for general public and N95 masks for the 

health care workers. N95 masks can filter 95% or tinier 0.3µm 

particles. Use of N95 masks and surgical masks can 

separately block 91% and 68% pathogens respectively. [25] 

Cloth masks usually filter viral particles at the time of 

coughing with 50 to 100% filtration efficiency of surgical 

masks. [33] Properly fitted face masks play an important 

role for prevention of the infection in youth persons. One 

study showed that approximately 32.47% of the primary 

school children used properly fitted masks. [34] Mass mask 

wearing is helpful to control the source of the infection and 

considered as low-cost adjunct in relation to the social 

distancing and hand washing in COVID-19 pandemic. So, 

the mass mask wearing is a symbol of social solidarity during 

the global response to the COVID-19 pandemic. More than 

100 countries, including India, have guidelines for people 

to wear face mask when they leave their home as 

preventive measures against COVID-19 infection. Several 

countries like Japan, Singapore and Hong Kong adopted 

the mandatory use of the face mask at initial phases of the 

COVID-19 outbreak, resulting in low mortality rates. Thus, 

wearing face masks in public space will stop the spread of 

the virus. Such preventive measures are helpful to reduce 

the spread of the infection in a large population. So, use of 

the face mask in the public space is an important health 

measure and now wearing face mask is called a new 

normal after COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Currently there is a challenge to break the chain of the 

human transmission of COVID-19 infection. There should be 

continuous monitoring, tracing of the COVID-19 patients 

and strict adherance to the universal precautions for 

preventing such a dreaded pandemic. Social distancing, 

hand washing and wearing face masks are inexpensive 

and widely acceptable options for theprevention of the 

COVID-19 infection. These should be strict and effective 

ways for controlling this current COVID-19 pandemic. Social 

distancing, hand hygiene and wearing face masks 

contributed not only to preventing current COVID-19 

infections but also help to reduce further waves of the 

COVID-19 infection and other respiratory infections. 
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