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The features marked with a star (*) are based entirely on material taken straight  
IURP�VWDQGDUG�UHVHDUFK��DQG�RWKHU�2I¿FLDO�DQG�7KHUHIRUH�$OZD\V�&RUUHFW��OLWHUDWXUH�� 
Many of the other articles are genuine, too, but we don’t know which ones.

On the Front Cover

Small animals and 
small animal cookies. 
Montage by Nan 
Swift.

On the Back Cover

Old children’s books 
in which the main 
characters are small 
animals.

Some Coming Events

 See IMPROBABLE.COM for details  
of these and other events:

NOTE: The 2020 Ig Nobel EuroTour was 
scheduled to occur in March and April, 
EXW�ZDV�WUXQFDWHG�DIWHU�WKH�¿UVW�VKRZ��
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
cancelled events will be re-scheduled. 

NOTE: Several other events, elsewhere, 
also will be re-scheduled.

NOTE: Because of the pandemic, the  
2020 Ig Nobel Prize ceremony will be 
done entirely via the internet, rather than 
in Sanders Theatre. Please check our  
web site WWW.IMPROBABLE.COM  
for updates!

 September 17, 2020 – 30th First Annual  
Ig Nobel Prize ceremony 

Fall 2020 (Date TBD) – The Ig Informal 
Lectures

Fall 2020 (Date TBD, pandemic 
permitting) – Japan

MAR/APR 2021 (pandemic  
permitting) – Europe

Where !ere’s More 
There’s always new improbable — it’s not what you expect! — stuff  

on the Improbable Research blog at IMPROBABLE.COM
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continued >

W$&' & M&%()
Investigations pertaining to facial coverings
by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research sta!

Wear a Mask
“Sexual Health in the SARS-CoV-2 Era,” Jack L. Turban, Alex S. Keuroghlian, and 
Kenneth H. Mayer, Annals of Internal Medicine, epub 2020. (Thanks to Ron Josephson 
for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, at Massachusetts General Hospital, 
Harvard Medicine School, The Fenway Institute, and Beth Israel Deaconess Medical 
Center, explain:

6H[�ZLWK�SHUVRQV�RWKHU�WKDQ�WKRVH�ZLWK�ZKRP�RQH�LV�VHOI�TXDUDQWLQHG�

Patient should be counseled on the risk for infection from partners, as well 
DV�ULVN�UHGXFWLRQ�WHFKQLTXHV�WKDW�LQFOXGH�PLQLPL]LQJ�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�VH[XDO�
partners, avoiding sex partners with symptoms consistent with SARS-CoV-2, 
avoiding kissing and sexual behaviors with a risk for fecal–oral transmission or 
that involve semen or urine, wearing a mask…

Is a Mask Necessary? (1)
“Is a Mask Necessary in the Operating Theatre?” Neil WM. Orr, Annals of the Royal 
&ROOHJH�RI�6XUJHRQV�RI�(QJODQG, 63, no. 6, 1981, pp. 390-392. The author, a consulting 
surgeon at Severalls Surgical Unit, Colchester. 
UK, reports:

No masks were worn in one operating theatre 
for 6 months… during I980…. Nose and 
throat swabs were taken from all theatre 
personnel monthly or when they had a cold. 
Wound infection rates have been compared 
with those of the corresponding 6 months in 
the previous 4 years….

There was no increase in wound infections 
when masks were discarded in 1980; in fact 
WKHUH�ZDV�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�GHFUHDVH«�

7KH�¿QGLQJ�WKDW�WKHUH�ZDV�DQ�DSSUHFLDEOH�
fall in the wound infection rate when masks 
were not worn certainly warrants further 
investigation. This trial was designed only 
to see whether wound infection increased, 
as had been predicted, when masks were not 
worn. It did not.

'HWDLO�IURP�WKH�VWXG\�³6H[XDO�+HDOWK�LQ�WKH�6$56�&R9���(UD�´
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Is a Mask Necessary? (2)
“Postoperative Wound Infections and Surgical Face Masks: A Controlled Study,”  
Th. Göran Tunevall, World Journal of Surgery, vol. 15, no. 3, 1991, pp. 383-387.  
The author, at the Karolinska Institutet, Sweden, reports:

During 1,537 operations, face masks were worn by everyone in the operating 
room according to the “normal” routine. During 1,551 operations, masks were 
not worn, except on 277 occasions when they were worn by 1 or 2 persons 
because of a common cold or an allergic rhinitis….

$V�FDQ�EH�VHHQ��QR�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQL¿FDQW�
differences in wound infection rates were 
reached comparing “masked” and “unmasked” 
operations….

In most hospitals, no one is allowed to even 
enter an operating room without wearing a 
IDFH�PDVN��DOWKRXJK�WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�EDFNJURXQG�
to this routine is lacking. In studies of surgical 
face masks, different designs and materials 
and ways of wearing the face masks have been compared in regards to fall-out, 
but not in regards to the effect on wound infection rates….

It has not been possible to demonstrate any advantages for the patient when the 
surgical team wears face masks. Therefore, the routine use of face masks ought 
to be reconsidered. 

Masked and Un-Masked Spittle Produced When One Says 
“Stay Healthy”
“Visualizing Speech-Generated Oral Fluid 
Droplets with Laser Light Scattering,” Philip 
$Q¿QUXG��9DOHQW\Q�6WDGQ\WVN\L��&KULVWLQD�(��
Bax, and Adriaan Bax, New England Journal 
of Medicine, April 15, 2020. (Thanks to Andrea 
DeMeter for bringing this to our attention.) The 
authors, at the National Institutes of Health and the 
University of Pennsylvania, report:

Aerosols and droplets generated during speech 
have been implicated in the person-to-person 
transmission of viruses, and there is current 
interest in understanding the mechanisms 
responsible for the spread of Covid-19 by 
these means. The act of speaking generates 
RUDO�ÀXLG�GURSOHWV�WKDW�YDU\�ZLGHO\�LQ�VL]H��DQG�
these droplets can harbor infectious virus particles…. 

We report the results of a laser light-scattering experiment in which speech-
JHQHUDWHG�GURSOHWV�DQG�WKHLU�WUDMHFWRULHV�ZHUH�YLVXDOL]HG��:H�IRXQG�WKDW�ZKHQ�
WKH�SHUVRQ�VDLG�³VWD\�KHDOWK\�´�QXPHURXV�GURSOHWV�UDQJLQJ�IURP����WR�����ȝP�
were generated….

We found that when the person said “stay healthy,” numerous droplets ranging 
IURP����WR�����ȝP�ZHUH�JHQHUDWHG«��:KHQ�WKH�VDPH�SKUDVH�ZDV�XWWHUHG�WKUHH�
WLPHV�WKURXJK�D�VOLJKWO\�GDPS�ZDVKFORWK�RYHU�WKH�VSHDNHU¶V�PRXWK��WKH�ÀDVK�
FRXQW�UHPDLQHG�FORVH�WR�WKH�EDFNJURXQG�OHYHO��PHDQ������ÀDVKHV���WKLV�VKRZHG�
a decrease in the number of forward-moving droplets.

W$&' & M&%() [*!"#+",$-]

Detail from the study “Visualizing Speech-Generated Oral Fluid Droplets with 
Laser Light Scattering.”
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