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Purpose of Today’s Toolbox Talk:
To ensure all workers understand the legal duties, procedures, and good practices involved in the face fit testing of tight-fitting Respiratory Protective Equipment (RPE), including the qualitative test method, in line with UK regulations.
In today’s 10 minute session, we’ll cover:
1. Why proper face fit testing is essential
2. Legal requirements and procedures
3. Facial hair policy and responsibilities

Key Content:
Why It Matters
Tight-fitting RPE (e.g. disposable masks, half masks, full-face respirators) must form a proper seal with the wearer’s face to be effective. Without a proper fit, hazardous substances may bypass the mask and be inhaled.
Legal Requirements
To ensure that the selected RPE has the potential to provide adequate protection for individual wearers, the Approved Codes of Practice (ACOPs) supporting the:
· Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations (COSHH)
· Control of Lead at Work Regulations
· The Control of Asbestos Regulations
· Confined Spaces Regulations
· Ionising Radiations Regulations
Stipulate that RPE that is adequate and suitable, tight-fitting RPE should be fit tested as part of the selection process.
What is Face Fit Testing?
Face fit testing checks that the selected RPE forms an effective seal with the wearer’s face. As face shapes vary, each wearer must be tested with the specific make, model, and size of mask.
Fit Test Methods
1. Qualitative Fit Testing (Primarily for half masks and disposable masks)
This is a pass/fail test based on the wearer's ability to detect a test agent by taste or smell.
When you are conducting a qualitative fit test, you should advise wearers not to eat, drink (except still, unflavoured water), smoke or chew gum for at least 30 minutes before the test.
When you are conducting an ambient particle counting fit test the wearer should refrain from smoking (including e-cigarettes) for at least 60 minutes before the fit test.
Do not conduct fit tests if there is any hair growth between the wearer’s skin and the facepiece sealing surface, such as stubble beard growth, beard, moustache, sideburns or low hairline, which cross the respirator sealing surface.
You should ensure that any type of non-PPE apparel or adornment (e.g. piercing) does not interfere with the fit of the facepiece.
The wearer should have received training in correct donning of the facepiece before the fit test. If you are also providing RPE training, you should show the wearer how to put on a facepiece, position it on the face, set the strap tension and determine an acceptable fit. A mirror should be available to assist the wearer in evaluating the fit and positioning of the facepiece.
The wearer should be able to don the facepiece in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions, in the manner in which they have been trained, and without assistance from the fit tester.
If the wearer needs to use in-facepiece spectacles they should wear them during the fit test. Wearers should wear any other PPE that could potentially interfere with the fit of the facepiece during the fit test. If they cannot wear the PPE properly without affecting the function of the RPE or vice versa, choose alternative PPE.
Test Methodology:
Sensitisation Test:
The wearer first wears a hood without a mask.
· A test agent (Bitter or sweet tasting aerosol) is sprayed into the hood
· The wearer must confirm they can taste or smell the agent.
Fit Test:
· The wearer dons the RPE being tested and the hood is replaced.
· The same agent is introduced while the wearer performs a series of standard exercises:
1. Normal breathing
2. Deep breathing
3. Head side-to-side
4. Head up-and-down
5. Talking (reading a passage or counting)
6. Bending over or jogging in place
7. Normal breathing again
Pass Criteria:
· The wearer must not detect the taste or smell of the test agent during the exercises.
· If they can taste/smell it, the mask does not fit properly and fails the test.
A failed test means the mask does not provide adequate protection and another size/model must be tried.
Quantitative Fit Testing
Used for half and full-face masks, it involves a particle counter or pressure-based device to measure actual leakage. Gives a numerical pass/fail result.
When to Fit Test
· Before first use
· When changing mask make, model, or size
· After changes to facial features (e.g. weight gain/loss, surgery)
· Recommended every 2 years or more often if needed
Facial Hair Policy
· Beards, stubble, or long sideburns can break the seal of tight-fitting RPE
· Clean-shaven in the seal area is required for a valid test
· If shaving is not possible, loose-fitting alternatives (e.g. powered hoods) must be provided
Responsibilities
Employers:
· Provide suitable, tested RPE
· Use competent testers (Fit2Fit accredited recommended)
· Maintain up-to-date fit test records
· Train staff on proper RPE use and maintenance
Employees:
· Attend fit tests and report facial changes
· Be clean shaven where applicable
· Perform daily pre-use fit checks
Key Reminders
· Face fit testing is a legal requirement
· Poor fit = poor protection
· Qualitative testing is effective for disposable and half-mask RPE
· Keep fit test records and retest periodically
Discussion Points
· When were you last fit tested?
· Are you confident your mask forms a proper seal?
· Have you had any changes that could affect your fit?
· Do you know how to conduct a fit check before each use?
Reference HSE guidance document INDG479 for further information.
YouTube video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PthSES4O9d8

3 Key Takeaways
1. A proper face fit test ensures that RPE can do its job and protect workers from harmful substances.
2. Legal regulations make fit testing mandatory for tight-fitting RPE – ignoring it is not an option.
3. Facial hair and other obstructions compromise safety and must be managed through policy and alternative PPE.

Closing Summary
Face fit testing is not just a box-ticking exercise – it’s a life-saving process that ensures workers are properly protected from hazardous substances. By understanding your responsibilities, recognising the impact of facial hair, and ensuring RPE is tested and worn correctly, you play an essential role in maintaining a safe, legally compliant work environment.
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