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WHEN introduced a century ago, the purpose of the surgical facemask was to provide

protection for the patient from surgical wound infections. But is there evidence that face masks

prevent wound infections? A recent review concluded that it is not clear whether face masks

prevent surgical wound infections,1and the scientific evidence for this practice is weak and

insufficient.1,2Questioning the efficacy of surgical face masks, an established routine in

operating rooms worldwide, is clearly controversial given the tradition of the practice.

Recognizing the lack of sound scientific evidence, we have changed facemask routines in several

units at the Karolinska University Hospital (see image by Henrik Jörnvall, M.D., Ph.D.,

Department of Anesthesia, Surgical Sciences and Intensive Care, Karolinska University Hospital

Solna, Stockholm, Sweden).

Anesthesia personnel are no longer required to wear disposable face masks in the operating

room, a practice approved by our surgical colleagues. Surgeons, their assistants, and scrub

nurses are still required to wear masks.

Face masks are worn by all operating room personnel when treating patients susceptible to

infections as in neurosurgery, vascular, and orthopedic procedures involving implants and

regional anesthesia procedures (e.g. , spinal or epidural). Face masks are also used to protect

staff from contamination. All personnel wear face masks when taking care of trauma patients or

patients with blood-borne infections.

Our decision to no longer require routine surgical masks for personnel not scrubbed for surgery

is a departure from common practice. But the evidence to support this practice does not exist,

and studies to establish differences in infection rates with or without face masks will likely be

difficult to design and implement given the small potential effect.

References

1. Lipp A, Edwards P: Disposable surgical face masks for preventing surgical wound

infection in clean surgery. Cochrane Database of Syst Rev 2002; (1):CD002929

2. Tunevall TG: Postoperative wound infections and surgical face masks: A controlled study.

World J Surg 1991; 15:387–8

Eva Sellden, M.D., Ph.D.; Hugh C. Hemmings, M.D., Ph.D.

1 VIEWS  " 2 PDF 3 SHARE  "

This site uses cookies. By continuing to use our website, you are agreeing to our privacy policy. Accept

https://pubs.asahq.org/anesthesiology
javascript:;
https://pubs.asahq.org/advanced-search
javascript:;
https://www.asahq.org/member-center/create-account
javascript:;
javascript:;
https://pubs.asahq.org/anesthesiology/pages/topic-collections
javascript:;
javascript:;
https://pubs.asahq.org/anesthesiology/pages/cme
javascript:;
https://www.altmetric.com/details.php?domain=pubs.asahq.org&citation_id=2730651
https://pubs.asahq.org/anesthesiology/article/136/1/31/117915/2022-American-Society-of-Anesthesiologists
https://pubs.asahq.org/anesthesiology/article/128/3/437/18818/Practice-Guidelines-for-Moderate-Procedural
https://pubs.asahq.org/anesthesiology/article-split/113/6/1447/9572/Is-Routine-Use-of-a-Face-Mask-Necessary-in-the
javascript:;
https://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=WoltersKluwer&publication=ALN&title=Is%20Routine%20Use%20of%20a%20Face%20Mask%20Necessary%20in%20the%20Operating%20Room%3F&publicationDate=2010-12-01&volumeNum=113&issueNum=6&author=Sellden%2C%20Eva%3B%20Hemmings%2C%20Hugh%20C.&startPage=1447&endPage=1447&contentId=10.1097%2FALN.0b013e3181fcf122&oa=&copyright=American%20Society%20of%20Anesthesiologists&orderBeanReset=True
https://pubs.asahq.org/view-large/figure/847262/35ffu1.png
https://asa2.silverchair-cdn.com/DownloadFile/DownloadImage.aspx?image=https://asa2.silverchair-cdn.com/asa2/content_public/journal/anesthesiology/113/6/10.1097_aln.0b013e3181fcf122/2/35ffu1.png?Expires=1644240038&Signature=3iDJJ-W4WrueTYmJlmUhYDyTl3mJVrZmlupGo421uzXrv3veyKL1UuzWMwnSY74UArKcxhjUpMDxcGdG40BO8b6twZmcUZhwt-g2pU-7aZQ0KPJEAi8SfAHFV8ThJUihckLHeC6plRXA~0hblN9Sp87lm41iIlJdkB6LcCvDLexq~fxE1bMkBFIUOB~NrIQRfC7ex43t1rAYsamAy~lDXwOOdS6b8juJUqDB6uPMfJvoIjN4PrGMIv4rzCeuS3EwAF7DvCrC4HUfu~OEOzf6lDilVjPOUgvlEEUruUniNYhcTcm4HNUOiKRPebDrtmICV55-aBNjYC3Wc~tq7CSmPg__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAIE5G5CRDK6RD3PGA&sec=847262&ar=9572&xsltPath=~/UI/app/XSLT&imagename=&siteId=1000005
javascript:;
https://pubs.asahq.org/anesthesiology/article-pdf/113/6/1447/252003/0000542-201012000-00035.pdf
javascript:;

