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Recently, the Stanford Report published an article about
how to keep ourselves free of viral infections this winter:
https://www.myscience.org/news/wire/five_tips_for_
keeping_winter_bugs_at_bay-2024-stanford. We are
pleased that indoor humidity is getting some mention,
but we are also disappointed that this recommendation
appears alongside other measures that have been
empirically proven to make little to no impact on the
spread of respiratory viruses, such as washing your
hands and cleaning surfaces. We want to stress the
following point more strongly:

Relative humidity in the air between 40-60% has
been demonstrated to lead to the formation of just
enough highly reactive compounds that clean the air by
inactivating pathogens without harming humans
[A. Davidse and R. N. Zare, “Effect of Relative Humidity
in Air on the Transmission of Respiratory Viruses,”
Molecular Frontiers Journal 5, 1–13 (2021) https://
w w w . w o r l d s c i e n t i fi c . c o m / d o i / 1 0 . 1 1 4 2 /
S252973252140006X]. This process is well-known to
occur outside in nature, where relative humidity seldom
drops below 40%, and it is responsible for cleaning the
atmosphere naturally. In winter, heating cold, already
dry outdoor air indoors lowers the relative humidity,
often well below

When this happens, the process of creating the
protective reactive compounds that form from water

microdroplets that aid in cleaning the air is interrupted
and works less effectively [Y. Liu, L. Cao, Y. Xia, P. Pan,
L. Rao, B. Chen, and R. N. Zare, “As Air Relative Hu-
midity Increases, Infectivity of SARS-CoV-2 Decreases
Within Water Droplets,” QRB Discovery 5, e6 (2024)].
When we lose this natural protection process indoors,
the respiratory viruses survive longer in the air, signif-
icantly increasing our chances of getting infected. These
same low-humidity indoor dry conditions also weaken
our body’s defenses, making us more likely to get sick
when we do get in contact with active viruses. We must
maintain fresh indoor air and use ventilation and filtering
to remove the chemical particles we are exposed to
indoors. But in winter, especially during very cold per-
iods, it is critical that we also ensure that we humidify
the air indoors to keep the humidity levels between
40%-60% [A. Davidse and R. N. Zare, “Indoor pollution:
avoid harmful control measures,” Nature 615, 394
(2023)]. Doing so not only helps protect against viral
respiratory infections but improves sleep, reduces skin
wrinkle formation, and boosts cognitive function. The
simplest first step is to purchase an inexpensive hy-
grometer to measure the indoor humidity levels. With
that information, you can create awareness and take
appropriate measures to maintain healthy, natural hu-
midity levels indoors all year round and enjoy all the
protection and benefits it affords.
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