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Surgical Mask vs. N95 Respirator  

vs. Versaflo / CAPR / PAPR 

 

Surgical Masks:  The FDA states, “A surgical mask is a loose-fitting barrier between the mouth and 
nose of the wearer and potential contaminants in the immediate environment.”  By design, a 
surgical mask is intended to prevent physical liquids such as splashes or sprays from blood or 
sputum from entering the environment.  The FDA adds that a surgical mask may be effective in 
blocking splashes and large particle droplets, but it does not filter or block very small particles in the 
air that may be transmitted by coughs, sneezes or certain medical procedures. 

Surgical masks are designed to cover the mouth and nose loosely and are not sized for individual fit 
or to provide a tight fitting seal on users’ faces.  They are not approved by the National Institute for 
Occupation Safety and Health (NIOSH), but are cleared by the FDA.  Surgical masks are not designed 
to provide respiratory protection to the wearer since they do not effectively filter smaller airborne 
particles.  Surgical masks are not intended for the wearer’s protection from small particles, but 
rather to protect the surgical field from contamination by the wearer. 

Surgical masks are not to be confused with cloth face coverings.  Cloth face coverings have 
increased in popularity as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and have been advised by the CDC for 
general public use.  However, cloth face coverings are not the same as surgical masks.  Cloth face 
coverings do not require FDA approval, nor do they provide the same level of protection. 

N95 Respirators:  N95 respirators are respiratory protective devices designed to provide efficient 
filtration of airborne particles.  This is due in part to the very close facial fit they provide.   N95s are 
designed to seal to a wearer’s face in order to achieve the intended effectiveness of filtering 95 
percent of particles with a mass median diameter of 0.3 micrometers.  Under Respiratory 
Protection Standard 29 CFR 1910.134, OSHA requires the wearer of a respirator to be fit tested 
before they can use the respirator in a contaminated environment and a refit at least once annually. 
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OSHA also requires users to perform seal checks on N95 respirators before each use, as well as 
comply with the other elements of comprehensive respiratory protection program in accordance 
with 39 CFR 1910.134.  If the wearer is unable to obtain a proper fit, they must not enter a 
contaminated work area.  

A properly fit tested N95 will greatly reduce the number of small particles that will enter the 
wearer’s respiratory system, as compared to a surgical mask that is not NIOSH approved. The extent 
of that reduction is a function of the fit of the N95, its filtration efficiency level (with respirators 
available from 95 percent to 99.97 percent filter efficiency), the size of the hazardous particles and 
the wearer’s proper donning and wearing of the N95 according to the training the employer 
provides as required by OSHA regulations. While N95s can reduce a wearer’s exposure to hazardous 
particles, they cannot guarantee that the wearer will not be exposed. 

It is extremely important that you use only the model and size you have been approved to wear. 
The fit-testing process ensures your N95 respirator fits and provides maximum protection from 
infection. To find which N95 you are fit-tested for, check the following: 

1. Fit test card that was given to you upon completion of the fit test. 
2. The email that was sent to you upon completion of the fit test. 
3. In MyCompass under “Your Fit test results.” 
4. Ask your manager. UAMS managers can see results for everyone who reports to them. 

OSHA Standard 1910.134 requires employees to complete fit testing and wear only the N95 
respirators they are fit-tested for. Without a proper fit, you may potentially be exposed to an 
infectious environment.  

 

Versaflo / CAPR / PAPR:   Like N95 respirators, Versaflos / CAPRs / PAPRs are air filtering 
respirators, meaning they rely on filtering the air in the user’s environment (the ambient air) rather 
than providing an external source of purified air.  They consist of a battery powered air handler or 
blower that draws ambient air through a filter cartridge, directing the purified air to headgear such 
as a mask, hood, helmet, or head covering worn by the user.  The blower generates positive 
pressure inside the headgear, which serves to keep unfiltered ambient air from entering the 
headgear and being potentially breathed by the user.  This positive pressure feature means the fit 
of the headgear used need not form a tight seal, unlike the N95 where the tight fit to the face is a 
key requirement.  This capability means users with facial hair or ones who cannot get a tight seal 
with a N95 respirator are not compromising their health when using one of these units.  As with 
N95s, they are using ambient air and as such are not suitable for application in low oxygen 
environments or in ones deemed immediately dangerous to life or health. 
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