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H&S Guide: 63 Working Risks – Respiratory Protective Equipment (Face Fit) 

Respiratory Protective Equipment 

The law requires employers to prevent or control the exposure of employees and 

others (e.g. subcontractors) to hazardous substances at work. 

 

Before using RPE, exposure should be controlled by other measures (such as local 

exhaust ventilation), which are reasonably practicable.  In other words, RPE should 

only be used as a last choice of protection when working with hazardous substances 

such as gases, solvents, powered chemicals, mists and sprays or entering a 

confined space. 

 

You could need RPE: 

 While you are arranging to install other control measures. 

 For clearing up a spill. 

 For maintenance. 

 During temporary failure of a control measure at source, e.g. sudden failure of 

Local Exhaust Ventilation (LEV). 

 For cleaning, e.g. low pressure washing of a dusty shed. 

 For short, one-off procedures. 

 For emergency employee protection i.e. during spillages etc. 

 When needed in addition to other control measures for safe working. 

 

What should be done before providing RPE? 

Assess the risks presented by exposure to hazardous substances.  Then identify the 

steps needed to adequately control the risks; put them into operation and ensure 

they remain effective.  RPE may be one of the control measures. 

 

If you decide to provide RPE as one of the control measures, the things you need to 

do are: 

 Select the RPE that is right for the hazardous substance, the environment in 

which it is going to be used, the task and the wearer. 

 Inform and train RPE users. 

 Ensure RPE is maintained in accordance with the manufacturer’s instruction. 

 Supervise RPE wearers to ensure that they are using the RPE in accordance to 

manufacturer’s instruction and the training provided. 

 Safely dispose of damaged or used RPE and its components, taking note of 

waste handlers’ health and safety. 
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What is face-piece fit testing? 

Where RPE is used, it must be able to provide adequate protection for individual 

wearers.  RPE can’t protect the wearer if it leaks.  A major cause of leaks is poor fit, 

face pieces need to fit the wearer’s face to be effective. 

 

As people come in all sorts of shapes and sizes it is unlikely that one particular type 

or size of RPE face-piece will fit everyone.  Fit testing will help ensure that the 

equipment selected is suitable for the wearer. 

 

RPE fit testing should be conducted by a competent person - you should take steps 

to ensure that any person you engage as a fit tester is appropriately trained, qualified 

and experienced, and is provided with appropriate information to undertake each 

particular task.  The British Safety Industry Federation (BSIF) has introduced a 

scheme for fit tester’s with a link to an external website, which may provide evidence 

to help you decide whether a fit tester is competent. 

 

Facial Hair 

Many masks rely on a good seal against the face so that, when you breathe air in, it 

is drawn into the filter material where the air is cleaned.  If there are any gaps around 

the edges of the mask, ‘dirty’ air will pass through these gaps and into your lungs. It 

is therefore very important that you put your mask on correctly and check for a good 

fit every time. 

 

Facial hair – stubble and beards – make it impossible to get a good seal of the mask 

to the face.  If you are clean-shaven when wearing tight-fitting masks (i.e. those 

which rely on a good seal to the face), this will help prevent leakage of contaminated 

air around the edges of the mask and into your lungs.  You will therefore be 

breathing in clean air, which will help you stay healthy. 

 

If there are good reasons for having a beard (e.g. for religious reasons), alternative 

forms of RPE, that do not rely on a tight fit to the face, are available. 

 

HSE Link to RPE face-fitting guide: http://www.hse.gov.uk/respiratory-protective-

equipment/fit-testing-basics.htm  
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