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A day after the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) announcement on April 3, 2020 
encouraging the general public to wear a face mask in addition to continuing to practice social 
distancing, Aaron Thomas, who lives in Ohio, said on Twitter that he did not feel safe wearing a 
handkerchief or anything else over his nose and mouth that “isn’t clearly a protective mask” because 
he is black. “I want to stay alive but I also want to stay alive,” he wrote in his message. This tweet was 
picked up by the New York Times and included in an article titled “For Black Men, Fear That Masks Will 
Invite Racial Profiling: African-American men worry that following the C.D.C. recommendation to cover 
their faces in public could expose them to harassment from the police”. 

Franklin County Public Health (FCPH) understands and supports the need for all people to wear masks 
when out in public during COVID-19 to help decrease the possibility of spread and to help flatten the 
curve. We also understand that there are communities of color, such as African Americans, who have 
expressed general reluctance in wearing masks in public due to the possibility of profiling from law 
enforcement, discrimination while in grocery stores, public spaces, or when interacting with the general 
public. In these unprecedented times it is important that we share thoughtful and timely information as 
we navigate this uncharted territory together. Below are articles that may be of interest in 
understanding why communities of color have concerns regarding this topic. If you are unable to click 
the links below, simply type article title in your search engine. 

Boston Globe: Why I Don’t Feel Safe Wearing a Face Mask 
The Atlantic: Coronavirus Exposing Our Racial Divides 
The Washington Post: Americas Racial Educational Divide 
ProPublica: Racial Disparities Among COVID-19 

 
FCPH wants to ensure that all individuals feel safe and can protect themselves from the COVID-19 
when out in public by wearing a face mask. In support of that effort, we are providing this general 
guidance on the wearing of face mask when in public and will continue to work closely with partner 
agencies and community organizations on this issue. What’s ultimately true is that the CDC guidance 
should not be disregarded as a protective measure nor should the vulnerabilities that people of color 
face be dismissed. Our general recommendation for African Americans and other communities of 
color regarding wearing face masks during COVID-19 is to: 

• Protect yourself and others by wearing a mask. 
• Whenever possible, choose medical or commercial grade masks. 
• Avoid fabrics that elicit deeply held stereotypes. (i.e. bandanas, skull prints, horror prints, etc.) 
• When utilizing a homemade mask, avoid bandanas that are red or blue, as these are typically 

associated with gang symbolism. 
• When choosing fabrics to make homemade masks, try to purchase bright or decorative fabrics 

(instructions on how to make a homemade mask are on the attached flyer). 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/14/us/coronavirus-masks-racism-african-americans.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2020/04/05/opinion/why-i-dont-feel-safe-wearing-face-mask/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/04/coronavirus-exposing-our-racial-divides/609526/
https://www-washingtonpost-com.cdn.ampproject.org/v/s/www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/03/22/working-home-reveals-another-fault-line-americas-racial-educational-divide/?outputType=amp&usqp=mq331AQFKAGwASA%3D&amp_js_v=0.1%23referrer%3Dhttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com&amp_tf=From%20%251%24s&ampshare=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.washingtonpost.com%2Fbusiness%2F2020%2F03%2F22%2Fworking-home-reveals-another-fault-line-americas-racial-educational-divide%2F
https://www.propublica.org/article/early-data-shows-african-americans-have-contracted-and-died-of-coronavirus-at-an-alarming-rate


 
 

• The homemade mask should have either the ear loops or strings that can be tied around head. 
It is not recommended to wear a scarf just simply tied around the head as this can indicate 
unsavory behavior, although not intended. 

FCPH and its partners serve inherently vulnerable communities that have historically lived with 
disproportionate outcomes whenever the community at large is facing a challenge. This global 
pandemic has proven to be no different in this regard. We are committed to continuing to have real 
conversations around how these policies impact black, brown, poor, immigrant, and other historically 
marginalized communities. As the landscape and recommendations change around this topic, this 
document will be updated to accommodate current information. 
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https://naacp.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Ten-Equity-Considerations-of-the-Coronavirus-COVID-19-Outbreak-in-the-United-States_Version-2.pdf
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