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NEWS

You’re no safer from COVID-19 social distancing at 6 or 60 feet, study

says

Social distancing inside at 60 feet is no safer than at 6 feet  — and “exposure time” indoors is actually far more important,

according to a new study from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

In a report that challenges widely accepted COVID-19 prevention guidelines, researchers say there’s “little bene�t” to health

o�cials’ “6-foot rule,” especially when wearing masks inside.

“The distancing isn’t helping you that much and it’s also giving you a false sense of security because you’re as safe at 6 feet

as you are at 60 feet if you’re indoors,” MIT engineering professor Martin Bazant, who authored the study, told CNBC.

“Everyone in that space is at roughly the same risk, actually.”

During the study, researchers calculated exposure risk to the virus based on factors such as amount of time spent inside, air

�ltration and circulation, according to the study, published this week in the Proceedings of the National Academy of

Sciences of the United States of America. 

They also looked at  factors such as mask use, immunization and respiratory activity such as breathing, eating and speaking.

They found that the amount of time spent indoors with an infected person is more important than the distance you are from

them — a factor that the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the World Health Organization have overlooked,
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People sitting in social distancing circles at Domino Park in Brooklyn on March 11, 2021.
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according to researchers.

“It really has no physical basis because the air a person is breathing while wearing a mask tends to rise and comes down

elsewhere in the room, so you’re more exposed to the average background [air],” Bazant said.

He added, “What our analysis continues to show is that many spaces that have been shut down in fact don’t need to be.

Oftentimes the space is large enough, the ventilation is good enough, the amount of time people spend together is such

that those spaces can be safely operated even at full capacity and the scienti�c support for reduced capacity in those

spaces is really not very good.”

A socially distant outdoor concert at Lincoln Center Plaza in Manhattan on April 7, 2021.

Robert Miller

Bazant said 6-foot social distancing rules that have shuttered businesses and schools are “just not reasonable.”

“We need scienti�c information conveyed to the public in a way that is not just fear-mongering but is actually based in

analysis,” he said.

The CDC’s social distancing guidelines are likely based on early studies with large particle respiratory  droplets, he said.

“This emphasis on distancing has been really misplaced from the very beginning. The CDC or WHO have never really

provided justi�cation for it,” Bazant said.

“The only justi�cation I’m aware of is based on studies of coughs and sneezes, where they look at the largest particles that

might sediment onto the �oor and even then it’s very approximate, you can certainly have longer- or shorter-range, large

droplets.”

The study makes no mention of whether there’s a safety risk di�erence between zero and 6 feet.

In general, masks work by blocking larger respiratory droplets, including from coughing and sneezing — but most people

who transmit the coronavirus don’t show those symptoms, according to the researchers.
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