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In the course of the coronavirus pandemic, as restaurants and bars begin 
reopening for indoor dining, while struggling to survive, the question for 

some customers remains: Should you dine out indoors? Is it safe to dine 
inside restaurants or bars? 

 
There have been studies and papers written about clusters that have come 

from imprudent actions with indoor dining. That doesn’t necessarily mean 
it’s a bad idea to open indoor dining. But, based on the severity of the virus 

spread, some stages of the pandemic are safer than others. In general 

however, public indoor dining is risky. 
 

It’s very hard for you as a consumer to know whether the building you’re 
going into has provided the kind of ventilation appropriate for airborne 

disease control. It’s even hard for a restaurant owner to know whether the 
building they’re renting or based in has ventilation that’s been appropriately 

designed and if it’s working as it should. If you go inside with lots of other 
people that are not wearing masks, and you don’t know what’s going on with 

the ventilation, you’re in probably a very high-risk situation. 
 

Some experts insist there’s no way you can do it safely, because you have to 
take your mask off to eat and drink. It is totally the weak point. There are 

other people around you. There’s air recirculating. It could be disastrous. 
 



What if you want to dine out indoors anyway? If you’re going to choose to 
eat in a restaurant, you want to make sure they have a policy about how 

they’re handling the COVID situation and preventing transmission in the 
restaurant. And you want to see evidence that they’re following the policy. 

It’s not good enough to have it written out on a website and then you show 
up and no one’s wearing a mask and the table spacing seems a bit tight. 

 
What about table spacing? Is 6 feet apart enough? CDC guidelines 

repeatedly say to space tables 6 feet apart. Yet that leaves customers sitting 
as close as 2 feet apart when seated back to back. If you’re sitting back to 

back and you’re only 2 feet away, you’re at higher risk of being exposed. It’s 
inappropriate to put a table 6 feet from another table and expect people to 

be protected from exposure. The people need to be 6 feet apart, not the 
tables. 

 

Do I need to wear my mask at the table? Inside restaurants, customers 
should be required to wear masks when seated unless they’re eating or 

drinking, not just seated. But, what often happens in practice is that 
customers remove their mask as soon as they’re seated. It is important to 

keep masks on unless you’re eating or drinking. 
 

You need to keep your mask on, especially while you’re laughing and talking 
and socializing, because all of those activities generate a lot more aerosols 

than when you’re just actually eating. It’s the vocalization and loudness that 
causes these particles to be generated and released from people. 

 
What if I get up to go to the restroom? Wear your mask. 

 
What about dining outdoors? Is that safe?  Typically, it is safer to be outside 

than inside. Look for a place where outdoor dining is somehow sheltered 

from foot traffic, because otherwise that’s increasing your risk again. The 
most important thing is that the restaurant spaces you not just 6 feet 

between tables, but 6 feet between people. 
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