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We've added clarification to issues surrounding the GB number on KN95s. 
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The highly contagious Omicron variant has sent us on a mad dash for more-protective masks, such as N95s, 
KN95s, and KF94s. And along with that comes the nagging concern over being duped by counterfeiters. At 
best, fake respirator masks are just a waste of money. At worst, they give those who need protection most a 
potentially dangerous false sense of security. 
 
Whether it’s an imposter mask claiming to be from an established brand or a newcomer purporting to be 
highly protective, the problem is a matter of consistency. In September 2020, ECRI (a nonprofit that advises 
hospitals and health-care agencies on product safety) reported that 60% to 70% of KN95s it tested did not 
filter the 95% of particles that they promised to. Federal agencies seized a total of 21.2 million fake N95s that 
year, and the problem carried over well into 2021. Last May, investigators confiscated 2 million fake masks 
purchased and used by unsuspecting hospitals in Portland, Maine. 
 
The best way to find legitimate masks is to buy ones made by reputable manufacturers and sold by trusted 
retailers. (In our guide to N95, KN95, and surgical-style masks, we explain how to do that, and we recommend 
specific masks that have passed government tests or independent lab tests to confirm their filtration efficacy.) 
But sometimes you end up with a pile of masks of dubious provenance, courtesy of your workplace or a well-
meaning relative. Or you might be tempted by a good deal from a brand you haven’t heard of. Or maybe you 
have little choice but to buy whatever is on the drugstore shelf. 
 
Unfortunately, it’s tough to separate the most expertly copied masks from the genuine articles. 
 
Sloppier fakes are easier to detect, however, and they’re still out there. N95s—which have passed strict tests 
administered by NIOSH, including demonstrating 95% filtration efficiency under set conditions—require 
certain markings on the masks themselves. And this makes spotting the duds a lot easier. (The CDC’s page on 
counterfeit respirators shows images of several examples.) KN95s (masks claiming to meet Chinese standards) 
and KF94s (those claiming to meet South Korean standards) require similar filtration efficiency to N95s but not 
the same markings, and so they can be tougher to evaluate by sight. 
Still, a little common sense and know-how can go a long way. Whether you’re evaluating suspect N95s, KN95s, 
or KF94s, here are 12 red flags to look out for. 
 
On the packaging 
 
It’s not tamper-evident. Legitimate masks are typically sealed in such a way as to make it clear whether anyone 
(besides the manufacturer) has handled the contents before you. If your masks come in, say, a bag that’s just 
been twist-tied or zip-top-closed, be suspicious. 
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This bag is tamper-evident—it’s obvious if it’s been torn open. Photo: Courtney Schley 
 
There’s no company or location information. Legitimate respirators should state where the masks were 
manufactured. There should also be a legitimate website or physical address so you can get in touch with the 
manufacturer, should you have questions or problems. 
 
There’s no expiration date. Because the particle-repelling electrostatic charge on respirator masks eventually 
degrades over time, there should always be an expiration date listed on the packaging. Even likelier to 
deteriorate are the elastomeric materials in the straps and the components that hold them in place, said 
Christina Baxter, CEO of Emergency Response TIPS, LLC, an emergency response education and consulting 
company. 
 
Official terminology is used incorrectly. Any packaging that states a mask is “FDA approved” is a red flag. An 
N95 is approved by NIOSH, not the FDA (though a surgical N95 must also be authorized or cleared by the FDA). 
However, neither NIOSH nor the FDA provide so-called certificates of approval, “so any enclosed letter of 
certification is false,” said ECRI’s president and CEO, Marcus Schabacker, MD, PhD. 
Packaging may often state that KN95s or KF94s are “FDA-registered” or “FDA-listed,” but this is a low bar. It 
simply means the manufacturer has filed the paperwork to make the FDA aware of its existence; it doesn’t 
mean the masks have been tested or authorized. 
 
The company tries too hard (or not hard enough). If the packaging says “genuine,” “legitimate,” “authentic,” or 
“reputable,” you should view the mask with skepticism, as the CDC explains on its National Personal Protective 
Technology Laboratory (NPPTL) tips page. After all, if the company were an established, trusted manufacturer, 
it wouldn’t feel a need to claim itself as such. Conversely, if there are typos or grammatical errors on the 
packaging, “that’s a hint it’s from a company that doesn’t care about the quality of their product,” said Nikki 
Vars McCullough, a vice president in the personal safety division at 3M, whose N95s have been a favorite of 
counterfeiters. 
 
On the mask 
 
There’s no branding. You should see the name of the company or logo right on the mask, whether it’s an N95, 
KN95, or a KF94. “Commercially speaking, companies are in the mask business to build brand loyalty and 
generate sales,” said Anne Miller, executive director of Project N95, a nonprofit clearinghouse that vets and 
sells masks. A blank mask runs counter to that goal. 
You notice quality-control issues. A crooked nose-bridge wire, elastics that lose their stretch or detach easily—
these shouldn’t be found on any of your masks. These issues affect the fit and consistency of the mask and 
wouldn’t pass muster for a reputable brand. 

https://emergencyresponsetips.com/
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/npptl/usernotices/AdditionalTips.html
https://www.projectn95.org/
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On N95s 
 
The NIOSH mark is missing. NIOSH—spelled correctly—should be in block letters and easily detectable. 
There’s no approval number. This alphanumeric designation starts with the letters “TC-84A,” followed by four 
additional digits, and can be found on the mask or the bands. If there is one, check for it on the NIOSH Certified 
Equipment List. (Sometimes, crafty counterfeiters make one up, says the FBI. It’s also possible, though, that 
some might just steal one from a legitimate mask, whether or not they co-opted the branding as well.) 
 

 

 
This N95, from WellBefore, is legit. Note the TC number in the last line. Photo: Sarah Kobos 
 
The mask has ear loops. Legitimate N95 masks never have ear loops; instead they have a pair of elastic bands 
that go around the back of the head. This typically creates a tighter seal than the ear loops characteristic of 
KN95s and KF94s. 
 
It’s labeled for children. There are no kid-size N95 masks. Only adult-size masks undergo the NIOSH approval 
process and can be designated as N95s. So anything labeled as a “Kids N95” is, by definition, a phony. 
However, there are legitimate children’s-size KN95 and KF94 masks, including those we recommend in our 
guide to the best masks for kids and toddlers. 
 
On KN95s 
 
There’s no GB marking. The KN95 standard requires that masks made after July 1, 2021, be stamped with 
GB2626-2019, which provides reassurance that the manufacturer constructed the mask according to current 
Chinese respirator standards, Miller said. A mask with a GB number ending in 2006 was made according to the 
previous standard and is still legitimate if the expiration date hasn't passed. 
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