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Introduction 

 
Background: The pandemic of COVID-19 is growing, and a 
shortage of masks and respirators has been reported globally. 
Policies of health organizations for healthcare workers are 
inconsistent, with a change in policy in the US for universal face 
mask use. The aim of this study was to review the evidence 
around the efficacy of masks and respirators for healthcare 
workers, sick patients and the general public.: A systematic 
review of randomized controlled clinical trials on use of 
respiratory protection by workers, sick patients and community 
members was conducted. Articles were searched on Medline 
and Embase using key search terms.Results: A total of 19 
randomised controlled trials were included in this study – 8 in 
community set�tings, 6 in healthcare settings and 5 as source 
control. Most of these randomised controlled trials used 
different interventions and outcome measures. In the 
community, masks appeared to be effective with and without 
hand hygiene, and both together are more protective. 
Randomised controlled trials in health care workers showed 
that respirators, if worn continually during a shift, were effective 
but not if worn intermittently. Medical masks were not effective, 
and cloth masks even less effective. When used by sick 
patients randomised controlled trials suggested protection of 
well contacts.  
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Abstract 

The study suggests that community mask use by well people could be beneficial, particularly for COVID-19, where transmission may be pre-symptomatic. The 
studies of masks as source control also suggest a benefit, and may be important during the COVID-19 pandemic in universal community face mask use as well 
as in health care settings. 
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