
Visualizing The Relative Size Of Particles (Like COVID-19)

Description

Lately, the world’s biggest threats have been microscopic in size.

From the global COVID-19 pandemic to wildfires ripping through the U.S. West Coast, it seems as
though our lungs can’t catch a break, or more aptly, a breath.

But, as Visual Capitalist’s Carmen Ang asks, just how small are the particles we’re currently 
battling? And how does their size compare to other tiny molecules?

Specks Too Small to See

While the coronavirus that causes COVID-19 is relatively small in size, it isn’t the smallest virus particle
out there.

Both the Zika virus and the T4 Bacteriophage – responsible for E. coli – are just a fraction of the size,
although they have not nearly claimed as many lives as COVID-19 to date.

Coronavirus particles are smaller than both red or white blood cells, however, a single blood cell is still
virtually invisible to the naked eye. For scale, we’ve also added in a single human hair as a benchmark
on the upper end of the size range.
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On the other end of the spectrum, pollen, salt, and sand are significantly larger than viruses or
bacteria. Because of their higher relative sizes, our body is usually able to block them out—a particle
needs to be smaller than 10 microns before it can be inhaled into your respiratory tract.

Because of this, pollen or sand typically get trapped in the nose and throat before they enter our lungs.
The smaller particles particles, however, are able to slip through more easily.

Smoky Skies: Air Pollution and Wildfires

While the virus causing COVID-19 is certainly the most topical particle right now, it’s not the only speck
that poses a health risk. Air pollution is one of the leading causes of death worldwide—it’s actually 
deadlier than smoking, malaria, or AIDS.

One major source of air pollution is particulate matter, which can contain dust, dirt, soot, and smoke
particles. Averaging around 2.5 microns, these particles can often enter human lungs.

At just a fraction of the size between 0.4-0.7 microns, wildfire smoke poses even more of a health
hazard. Research has also linked wildfire exposures to not just respiratory issues, but also
cardiovascular and neurological issues.

Here’s an animated map by Flowing Data, showing how things heated up in peak wildfire season
between August-September 2020:

What’s the main takeaway from all this?

There are many different kinds of specks that are smaller than the eye can see, and it’s worth knowing
how they can impact human health.
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