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Personal Protective Equipment 
Shortage During Pandemic 
Sparks Questions About Safe Use 
During a March 11, 2020, media briefing, World Health Organization (WHO) 
Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus declared COVID-19, the illness 
caused by the novel coronavirus, a global pandemic. At that time, there were 
118,000 cases in 114 countries, and more than 4,000 people had lost their lives, 
while many health care facilities struggled with lack of resources. Numbers have 
since continued to rise, with 1,696,588 cases and 105,952 deaths reported 
globally as of April 12, 2020, leading to widespread questions not only about 
preparedness and methods for prevention and containment of such a global 
health crisis, but also about what can be done to address global shortages of 
the personal protective equipment (PPE) designed to keep frontline health care 
workers (HCWs) protected from further spread of infection. In response to the 
pandemic, The Joint Commission offers resources related to managing critical 
shortages of PPE and answers to frequently asked questions about how particular 
organizations may respond to the global health crisis. 

PPE—which includes items such as medical gowns, face masks, goggles, 
respirators, and gloves—is a key weapon against infection transmission. The 
Joint Commission requires health care organizations to provide support to staff 
members who may be at risk of exposure to infectious agents; such support 
includes performing hazard assessments to determine risks of exposure, making 
sure staff understand the types of PPE available, ensuring that PPE is on hand and 
accessible in the proper sizes, providing training to staff on use of PPE, and using 
surveillance methods to ensure that PPE is used properly. (See the table at the 
end of this article, which highlights Joint Commission standards related to the use 
of PPE and implications for noncompliance during survey.) 

Proper use of items such 
as gowns, gloves, masks, 
and face shields may seem 
basic, but it is essential to 
keeping patients and HCWs 
safe. A video, Doffing PPE for 
Healthcare Workers, offers a 
brief demonstration on how to 
properly remove (doff) these 
common PPE items to protect 
workers from self-contam-
ination and to prevent the 
spread of infection. 

https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020
https://www.jointcommission.org/covid-19/
https://www.jointcommission.org/-/media/tjc/documents/resources/patient-safety-topics/infection-prevention-and-hai/covid19/faq-tracking-04152020.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U3dHGOHQB24
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U3dHGOHQB24
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Addressing Proper PPE Use Amid Shortages
Unless an organization assesses and ensures its overall effectiveness in PPE use, 
it cannot successfully provide safe care, treatment, and services. There is no time 
like the present to ensure that your organization is using its stores of PPE properly 
to help prevent the spread of infection, but as supplies of PPE remain inadequate 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, The Joint Commisssion, in partnership with five 
other national organizations, has called for action at the federal level to address 
PPE shortages. 

To mitigate shortages and address concerns that current recommendations from 
the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) are inadequate to 
protect themselves from COVID-19, health care workers are bringing their own 
PPE from home to provide themselves with protection. During the pandemic, The 
Joint Commission supports allowing health care workers to bring their own masks 
and respirators to work when their health care organizations cannot provide 
adequate protection commensurate with the risk of infection to which they are 
exposed by the nature of their work. In response to its position statement on the 
use of face masks from home, The Joint Commission invites organizations to also 
review FAQs on this position and to read the article that appears in the May issue 
of Perspectives.

With the ongoing threat of health care–associated infections and the emergence 
of novel outbreaks such as COVID-19, health care providers have a critical role 
to play and face great risks to their own health and that of their families. Their 
protection through safe practices is not only important for patient safety but also 
to help ensure the well-being of the entire population. TS

Joint Commission Standards Related to PPE
Standard Element of Performance (EP)

HR.01.05.03: Staff participate in ongoing 
education and training.

EP 1: Staff participate in ongoing education 
and training to maintain or increase their 
competency and, as needed, when staff 
responsibilities change. Staff participation is 
documented.

Noncompliance Implications: Lack of staff training may result in exposure to infectious agents, 
including bloodborne pathogens, multidrug-resistant organisms, and other infectious agents, such 
as coronavirus.

IC.01.02.01: [Organization] leaders allocate 
needed resources for the infection prevention and 
control program [activities]. 

EP 3: The [organization] provides equipment 
and supplies to support the infection 
prevention and control program [activities].

Noncompliance Implications: When appropriate PPE for the type of exposure is not provided, 
staff may be exposed, and infection may occur. Click here for current statements from The Joint 
Commission to support health care providers.

https://www.jointcommission.org/-/media/tjc/documents/resources/patient-safety-topics/infection-prevention-and-hai/covid19/covid-19_public_statement_03_27_2020.pdf
https://www.statnews.com/2020/03/18/ppe-shortages-health-workers-afraid-scouring/
https://www.statnews.com/2020/03/18/ppe-shortages-health-workers-afraid-scouring/
https://www.jointcommission.org/-/media/tjc/documents/resources/patient-safety-topics/infection-prevention-and-hai/covid19/public-statement-on-masks-from-home-w-faqs.pdf
https://www.jointcommission.org/-/media/tjc/documents/resources/patient-safety-topics/infection-prevention-and-hai/covid19/faq-in-response-to-the-joint-commission-statement.pdf
https://www.jointcommission.org/covid-19/
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IC.01.03.01: The [organization] identifies risks for 
acquiring and transmitting [spreading] infections.

EP 1: The [organization] identifies risks 
for acquiring and transmitting [spreading] 
infections based on the following:
• Its geographic location, community, and 
population served
• The care, treatment, and services it 
provides
• The analysis of surveillance activities and 
other infection control data

Noncompliance Implications: Employers who have staff that can anticipate exposure to 
bloodborne pathogens and other infectious agents are required by regulations to conduct a 
hazard assessment as the foundation for ensuring they have identified situations that could result 
in staff exposure. This is the foundation for identifying the type of PPE, training, and competency 
required.

IC.02.01.01: The [organization] implements its 
infection prevention and control plan [activities].

EP 2: The [organization] uses standard 
precautions, including the use of personal 
protective equipment, to reduce the risk of 
infection.

Noncompliance Implications: Enforcement of PPE use is required by regulations, and it is the 
employer’s responsibility to ensure compliance in order to protect staff, patients, and visitors from 
exposure to infectious agents. Click here for current statements from The Joint Commission to 
support health care providers.

PI.03.01.01: The [organization] improves 
performance on an ongoing basis.

EP 2: The organization takes action on 
improvement priorities.

Noncompliance Implications: When data indicate an ongoing compliance problem with PPE use, 
it is expected that action will be taken to improve compliance and maintain safety from exposure 
to infectious agents.

https://www.jointcommission.org/covid-19/

