
The focus of this briefing is to assist medical workers and other 
personnel in healthcare facilities with basic information 
about respirators and where to get help. The strategies 
described only apply during the COVID-19 outbreak.

Limiting the Need for Respirators

Make changes to care settings and work practices to reduce the need 
for respiratory protection.

• Limit the number of workers providing direct care to patients.
Combine tasks so additional workers don’t need to be in close
proximity.

• Medical	staff	should	consider	placing	COVID-19	patients
together	in	the	facility	to	minimize	the	number	of	staff	needed
to work with these patients.

• Set up staging areas away from patients so equipment and
materials	can	be	dropped	off	or	picked	up	by	workers	without
coming into close proximity.

• Use curtains or other barriers to limit the spread of
contamination.

• Use other required PPE (eye protection, gloves, gowns),
handwashing, use of sanitizer and good disinfection practices
and following standard precautions.

• Have patients wear masks when workers are near.

N95 Respirators and Surgical Masks
Employees	 who	 work	 within	 six	 feet	 of	 suspect	 or	 confirmed	
COVID-19	patients	are	at	highest	 risk	of	person-to-person	spread.	
Employers need to assess these situations for use of face masks. Two 
types of masks are commonly used in these situations.

Surgical	masks	(also	called	procedure	masks)	are	loose-fitting	cloth	
masks,	sometimes	fitted	with	a	face	shield	for	eye	protection.	They	
primarily protect others from drops and splatter generated during 
coughs, sneezes, and just breathing. The wearer is protected from 
direct contact with large drops and sprays such as from coughs and 
sneezes	but	is	not	protected	from	fine	particles	or	mists	that	might	be	
generated by some medical procedures that generate aerosols, such 
as a nebulizer treatment.

N95	 respirators	 are	 masks	 designed	 to	 protect	 the	 wearer	 from	
fine	particulates	and	mists.	These	masks	form	a	seal	with	the	face	
so	all	air	breathed	by	the	worker	comes	through	the	filter	material.	
When	available,	an	N95	respirator	is	preferred	to	ensure	workers	are	
protected	from	any	contamination	residual	in	the	air.	N95	respirators	
and	 other	 filtering	 facepiece	 respirators	 should	 have	 a	 NIOSH-
approval “TC” number printed on the mask or in product packaging.

N95	filtering	facepiece	respirators	are	the	minimum	level	of	respirator	
filtration	but	 provide	 effective	protection	 from	known	COVID-19	
exposure.	Other	 types	 of	NIOSH-approved	 face	masks/respirators	
offer	more	protection	and	can	be	used	 instead	of	N95	 respirators,	
such as:

• Other	filtering	facepiece	models	that	are	rated	N99-N100,
R95-R100,	or	P95-P100.

• Half	or	full-facepiece	models	with	replaceable	N-,	R-,	or P-,
95,	99,	or	100	filters	attached	to	a	rubber-like	(elastomeric)
facepiece.

• Hood	or	helmet-type	Powered	Air-Purifying	Respirators	(PAPR)
equipped	with	P-100	(or	HEPA)	filters.

Reference the Facemasks vs. Respirators Fact Sheet for more 
information.

Alternative Strategies
Face	 masks,	 such	 as	 loose-fitting	 surgical	 masks	 and	 other	 face	
masks	 that	 lack	 a	NIOSH-approval	 “TC”	number	 can	be	used	on	
patients	 to	 minimize respiratory emissions; however, employers 
should not rely on	 these	 face	 masks	 for	 employees	 if	 NIOSH-
approved	 respirator	supplies are available.

When NIOSH-approved supplies are limited, employers should	
reference the following guidance:
• OSH Enforcement Guidance Memorandum: Enforcement

Guidance for Respiratory Protection and the N95
Shortage Due to COVID-19 Pandemic.
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• OSH Interim Guidance Memorandum: Interim Guidance
on COVID-19 Use of Filtering Facepiece Respirators
After Their Expiration Date.

• CDC Strategies for Optimizing the Supply of N95
Respirators during the COVID-19 Response: Checklist
for Healthcare Facilities.

Respiratory Protection Program
Before requiring respirators at work, employers must:
• Develop	a	written	respiratory protection program and

designate a program administrator.

• Provide	appropriate	respirators	such	as	N95	respirators,
powered air purifying respirators or elastomeric respirators.

• Ensure	workers	are	medically	cleared	for	use,	fit-tested	and
trained on proper use and maintenance. Note: Under this
contingent situation for COVID-19, employees in health care
who have been fit-tested for a particular mask will not need
annual retesting for
that mask.

• OSH	Temporary	Enforcement	Guidance	Memorandum:
Temporary Enforcement Guidance - Healthcare
Respiratory Protection Annual Fit-Testing for N95
Filtering Facepieces During the COVID-19 Outbreak.

• Instruct	workers	who	use	N95	respirators	and	other	tight-fitting
respirators to remain clean shaven in areas where it contacts the
face	to	ensure	an	air-tight	seal.

• Follow other requirements outlined in the respiratory protection
standard 29 CFR 1910.134 to ensure ongoing, reliable
protection.

• Recommended Guidance

Use strategies to reduce contamination of the respirator such as 
using a cleanable face shield (preferred) or a surgical mask over	an	
N95	respirator	and/or	other	steps	(e.g.,	masking	patients,	use of 
engineering controls), when feasible to reduce surface 
contamination of the respirator.

Use of Respirators Certified Under 
International Standards
When respiratory protection must be used, and either acceptable 
NIOSH-certified	alternatives	are	not	available	or	alternatives	that	
were	NIOSH-certified	but	have	exceeded	their	manufacturer’s	
shelf	life are not available, employers may consider using 
respirators and	filters	certified	under	certain	standards	of	other	
countries	or	jurisdictions.

 OSH Enforcement Guidance Memorandum: Enforcement
Guidance For Use of Respiratory Protection Equipment
Certified Under Standards of Other Countries or
Jurisdictions During the Coronavirus Disease 2019
Pandemic.

Required vs. Voluntary Use of Respirators
 In low-risk exposure situations where respirators aren’t considered

necessary, employees may request to use a respirator voluntarily.
Voluntary users may use other types of face masks due to possible
shortages of N95 respirators and other NIOSH-approved face
masks and respirators.

Training Resources:

What If I Have An Active Covid-19 Patient?
CDC	has	guidance	for	facilities	that	have	patients	with	COVID-19 
and on limited re-use of N95 respirators if it becomes necessary. 
However, caution should be used. Re-use should be according to 
CDC guidance. 

 OSH COVID-19 Webpage; Under “Solutions” tab, provides
PowerPoints, Pre-Recorded Webinars, Online Videos, Podcasts,
and other COVID-19 Training Resources.

How can I get help from the N.C.
Department of Labor?
The	N.C.	Department	of	Labor’s	Occupational	Safety	and	Health
Division	provides	consultations,	training,	and	technical	assistance
at no cost to employers.
The	OSH	Complaint	Desk	should	be	contacted	via	telephone	at
919-779-8560	and/or	submit an online complaint if employees are
exposed to serious hazards in their workplace associated with
COVID-19	that	their	employers	do	not	address,

The Training Calendar provides currently scheduled webinars.
You may also request online training by going to our Outreach
Request Form.

Questions regarding occupational safety and health can be
submitted to the Standards Section of the Education, Training and
Technical	Assistance	Bureau	at	ask.osh@labor.nc.gov or speak to
a	standards	officer	by	calling	919-707-7876.
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