
 

  

 

Respirator Fit Testing 
Introduction: 

Respirator Fit Testing / Mask Fit Testing is conducted to ensure individuals are properly fitted for 
a respirator that is specific to their needs. Individuals who require respiratory protection are 
typically those who are exposed to biological, chemical, or infectious agents in their place of 
work. Many workplaces that require the use of respirators for their employees will have a 
Respiratory Protection Program in place. Respirator selection and respirator fit testing are only 
components of a complete program.  

Importance: 

Once specific workplace hazards are identified, strategies must be put in place to protect 
workers and to maintain a safe and healthy environment. One of these strategies is the use of 
personal protective equipment (PPE), such as respirators. Respirators that fit properly and are 
well maintained will reduce an individual’s exposure to harmful atmospheric hazards.  

Respirator fit testing should be conducted before an individual uses the respirator in the 
workplace. The respirator fit test will verify that the respirator seals properly, and that the seal is 
maintained while the individual undergoes a series of exercises. A successful respirator fit test 
will allow workers to wear their respirator and feel confident performing their daily work duties. 

Qualitative fit testing vs. Quantitative fit testing: 

There are two different types of respirator fit testing methods: qualitative and quantitative.  

Qualitative respirator fit testing is based on an individual’s ability to detect a specific challenge 
agent while wearing a respirator. Examples of challenge agents that may be used are: 
denatonium benzoate (bitter), saccharin (sweet), isoamyl acetate (banana oil) or stannic 
chloride (irritant smoke). This method provides pass/fail results, where a pass is given if an 
individual does not detect (smell, taste, or is irritated by) the challenge agent while doing a 
series of exercises. As this method is subjective, it is generally less reliable than quantitative fit 
testing. 

Quantitative respirator fit testing uses equipment to sample the air inside the respirator as well 
as the surrounding environment. This method allows comparison of actual particle counts from 
inside and outside environments to detect any leaks from the respirator. The individual 
undergoes a series of exercises which produces a numerical result called a “fit factor”. A 
minimum fit factor of 100 for half facepieces and 500 for full facepieces is necessary to pass the 
fit test. This method is preferred as it offers real time particle analysis to ensure the respirator is 
properly fitted. 

Types of Respirators: 

There are three basic styles of respirators that an individual may be tested for.  

Filtering Facepiece (N95): Filtering facepieces (sometimes known as 
disposable respirators or N95 respirators) are lightweight and intended to be 
discarded after each use. They are commonly used in healthcare settings to 
limit exposure to airborne particles such as M. tuberculosis. Respirators in this 
category that meet National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH) guidelines are certified to provide 95% particulate filtration efficiency.  



 

  

 

Half facepiece: Half facepiece respirators are reusable and offer protection in many different 
environments. These respirators cover the nose and mouth area. They 
come in multiple sizes, often containing adjustable straps to allow a 
customized fit. There is an area on each side of the respirator to attach 
either filters or cartridges. Filters are used to minimize exposure to 
particles such as dust, mists, fumes, fibres, and bioaerosols. Cartridges 
are used for protection against specific gases and vapours. Regular 
cleaning and proper storage of the respirator allows reuse of the respirator 
for many years. Replaceability of filters and cartridges also helps reduce 
waste and costs over time.  

 

Full facepiece: Full facepiece respirators are similar to half facepiece respirators in their 
reusability and compatibility with filters or cartridges. These respirators 
contain a clear shield that covers the entire face area for eyes, nose, and 
mouth protection. They also come in multiple sizes and contain adjustable 
straps to allow a customized fit. Full facepiece respirators offer a higher 
level of protection than a half-facepiece due to the added eye protection. 
Choosing between a half facepiece respirator and a full facepiece 
respirator is complicated and is dependent on hazards present in the 
workplace. Experienced occupational professionals will evaluate a 
workplace environment and select a respirator best suited for the needs of 
the employees. 

 

Respiratory Protection Programs: 

Respiratory protection programs are necessary to protect workers from respiratory hazards in 
the workplace. A comprehensive program takes time to develop and requires commitment and 
participation from both employers and employees. Components of a complete respiratory 
protection program include:  

• Hazard identification and risk assessment 
• Selection of controls such as appropriate ventilation, equipment safety features, safe 

work practices and workflow, education and training  
• Selection of appropriate PPE 

o Respirator selection 
o Respirator fitting  
o Respirator maintenance, education and training 

• Annual reviews of the program 
 

 

 


