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Mask or not to mask? a review of the effectiveness of Respiratory Protective Equipment 
(RPE)in preventing COVID-19 transmission in healthcare workers (HCW’s) 

Patricia U Obende
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Statement of the Problem:

Mask availability, although widely discussed, the varied view 
on its effectiveness as Respiratory Protective Equipment (RPE) 
in preventing COVID-19 transmission in Health Care Workers 
(HCWs) in the early days of the pandemic remains debated. 
However, these perspectives have not adequately explored at that 
early stage the effectiveness of RPE in preventing COVID 19 
among HCWs.

Methodology:

A systematic review addressed the issue of RPE with particular 
attention to preventing COVID 19 among HCWs. Explicitly 
electronic searches were undertaken between August and 
November 2020. The systematic review looked at 598 studies 
identified, of which 77 duplicates were removed, the remaining 
521 articles were title/abstracted reviewed, resulting in the 
exclusion of 492 studies (Table). The remaining 29 studies were 
full texts reviewed, further excluding 11 articles for failing to meet 
the inclusion criteria. Overall, 18 studies were evaluated in the 
review. Cotton Surgical Masks and N95 Respirators c contrasted 
with previous use with severe respiratory viruses. MERS a similar 
disease connection held about these. 

Finding:

The review found evidence of confounding, exposure, and 
outcome ascertainment bias. FFP3/N95 respirators effectively 
protected against COVID-19 and non-COVID 19 viruses in 
healthcare workers. In addition, fluid-resistant surgical masks and 
FFP2 masks were almost as effective without respiratory mask-
wearing. These findings reflected the broader literature’s evidence 
of the use of the commonly called surgical masks’ in reducing the 
transmission of other infectious pathogens of the respiratory tract.

The challenges to implementing recommended guidelines for 
HCWs are glaring. The evidence-based supported the type of 
masks that best assist HCWs in managing the spread of the COVID 
19 virus, both to themselves, being a vulnerable population and the 
public.
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