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In May 2007, FDA cleared for mar-
keting two respirators that can help 
reduce a person’s exposure to air-
borne germs during a public health 
medical emergency. Such an emer-
gency can range from a worldwide 
outbreak (pandemic) of influenza, 
to a biological terrorist threat such 
as anthrax.

The two respirators, manufactured 
by St. Paul, Minn.-based 3M Com-
pany (and called the 3M Respirator 
8612F and 8670F), will be available 
to the general public without a pre-
scription.

How tHE rESpIrAtorS work:
Each respirator fits tightly over the 
nose and mouth to filter out very 
small airborne particles. The devices 
are certified as N95 respirators by 
the National Institute for Occupa-
tional Safety and Health (NIOSH). 
NIOSH uses very high standards to 
test and certify respirators. The N95 
certification means the respirators are 
designed to filter out at least 95 per-
cent of very small airborne particles. 
The filter and a proper fit determine 
the effectiveness of the product.

Many companies make N95 respira-
tors for health care settings and other 
workplaces. However, the 3M respira-
tors are the first devices to receive FDA 
clearance for use by the public during 
public health medical emergencies to 
reduce exposure to airborne germs. 
When respirators are used in the work-
place, employers provide training and 
“fit testing” for employees to make sure 

Respirators for Public 
Health Emergencies
 Consumers will soon be able to add a special 

type of respirator to their home medical 
emergency kits.

the respirator fits 
properly. Because 
this training is 
not available to 
the general pub-
lic, FDA reviewed 
data showing how 
these respirators 
f it “untrained” 
adults with a vari-
ety of facial sizes, 
using the pro-
vided instructions for putting on the 
respirator, in order to clear them. 

tIpS For USINg:
•  The respirators are sized for adults 

and may not form a proper fit on 
children.

•  Anything that comes between the 
respirator and the face, such as 
facial hair, may interfere with 
its fit.

•  People with heart or lung disease 
may have difficulty breathing 
through a respirator, and should 
consult their health care provider 
before wearing one.

•  Wearers should not wash, 
disinfect, reuse, or share their 
respirator with others.

•  The respirators should be worn 
once and thrown away after use.

rESpIrAtor vS. SUrgICAl mASk:
Respirators are not the same as sur-
gical masks. Typically worn by doc-
tors and dentists, surgical masks are 
loose-fitting and allow air particles to 
leak in around the edge of the mask. 

They are designed to help keep poten-
tially infectious droplets from being 
spread by the person wearing them, 
and to keep sprays from coughs and 
sneezes from reaching the mouth and 
nose of the wearer.

In contrast, N95 respirators are 
designed to protect a person from 
breathing in very small particles, 
which might contain viruses or bac-
teria. They fit tightly against the face 
so that most of the air inhaled goes 
through the filtering material.

wHErE to pUrCHASE:
The respirators will be sold under 
3M’s Nexcare brand and are expected 
to be available for purchase mid- 
to late summer, according to a 3M 
spokesperson. They will be sold in 
retail pharmacies and chain stores 
(mass retailers).

For more information about using 
respirators during an influenza 
pandemic and other protective 
actions to take, see www.cdc.gov/
Features/MasksRespirators/  

3M Company

this cup-style respirator (left) and foldable respirator that fits 
into a pocket or purse closely resemble the first respirators 
cleared by FDA for public use to reduce exposure to airborne 
germs during a medical emergency.

www.cdc.gov/Features/MasksRespirators/
www.cdc.gov/Features/MasksRespirators/

