practice questions

SOLVING YOUR CLINICAL DILEMMAS

Nursing practice often involves undertaking procedures about which
there is debate or uncertainty. In Practice Questions, we ask experts to
determine how nurses should approach these procedures

QWhen should staff wear face masks?

Masks were introduced into clinical
ractice at the beginning of the 20th

century to protect patients from micro-
organisms being expelled from healthcare
workers’ respiratory tracts during clinical
procedures (Wilson, 2006).

Interest in the effectiveness of masks has
been raised by the swine flu pandemic.

In discussing effectiveness of masks, it is
important to differentiate between standard
surgical face masks and respirators.

WHEN ARE SURGICAL FACE
MASKS REQUIRED?

In general there are two reasons for using
surgical face masks:
@ To prevent respiratory droplets being
expelled from the mouth and nose into the
environment. They may be used for this
purpose by healthcare workers or patients;
@ In conjunction with eye protection to
prevent exposure of the wearer’s mucous
membranes to blood or body fluids due to
splashing (Pratt et al, 2007).

If a mask is required, important practice
points need to be followed. These are listed
in Box 1.

WHEN IS A RESPIRATOR
MASK REQUIRED?

A respirator mask is required to protect the
wearer from inhaling harmful respiratory

BOX 1. PRACTICE POINTS

@ Masks should cover the
mouth and nose and be tied in a

way that minimises any gaps
between the face and mask;
@ Avoid touching the mask
while it is worn;

damp/humid;
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@ Replace the mask with a
clean, dry one when it becomes

@ Masks are single use items
and should be discarded and
disposed of as clinical waste as

particles, for example multiple drug resistant
tuberculosis bacteria.

The European Standard EN149 describes
the filtration efficiency of respirator masks,
the highest of which is FFP3 (98% efficiency)
(British Standards Institution, 2001). The
next highest category is FFP2 (N95) which
has a 95% efficiency.

It is important that staff undergo face fit

Staff need face fit testing
and training before using
a respirator mask

testing and training before using respirator
masks as they must seal tightly to the face or
air will enter around the sides. The advice
provided for surgical masks also applies to
respirators; both types are single use items
(see Box 1).

SWINE FLU PANDEMIC

The Health Protection Agency (2009) advises
people with flu to use face masks when

they are in contact with other people and
healthy people to wear a face mask when
they are caring for a person with flu in
non-clinical situations.

Where healthcare staff are involved in
caring for a patient with a probable/
confirmed diagnosis of swine flu, they
should wear a face mask, plastic apron and

soon as the task for which they
were needed is complete;

@ Decontaminate hands by
washing with soap and water or
using an alcohol based handrub
after mask disposal (WHO, 2007).

gloves as a standard precaution, with the
addition of eye protection if splashing is
likely to occur. Where aerosol generating
procedures such as physiotherapy are
being undertaken, an FFP3 respirator is
required in addition to a gown, gloves and
eye protection.

The same precautions also apply to caring
for patients with severe respiratory illness as
aresult of swine flu as they are likely to be
shedding high quantities of virus. e
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Keep up with developments in the swine
flu pandemic, including news, guidance,
background, clinical information and our
unique interactive timeline. Go to: tinyurl.
com/nt-swineflu
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Do you have a burning question on a practice issue? Is there something you and
your colleagues have always wanted to check with an expert? Send your queries

and dilemmas on nursing practice to NT@emap.com, putting ‘Practice question’
in the subject box.
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