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Do hand sanitizers really work?

By Jenny Hall, posted on Friday, July 10th, 2009

Everywhere you turn of late, it seems you’re confronted with a bottle of
alcohol-based hand sanitizer. We asked Professor James Scott whether
these formulations work— and if so, how?

Professor James Scott is an associate professor in the Division of Occupational &
Environmental Health at the Dalla Lana School of Public Health. He is cross-
appointed to the Department of Medicine, Division of Clinical Pharmacology and
Toxicology, and holds hospital appointments at St. Michael’s Hospital and the
Hospital for Sick Kids.

Does hand sanitizer work?

I was one of the skeptics. But as | have looked critically at the research that
has come out, | can say yes, it really works. It works exceedingly well. It
reduces the skin burden of bacteria much more effectively than soap and
water and the amount of bacteria on the skin tends to remain lower for
much longer than when soap and water is used. It also tends to be less
damaging to skin because it has built-in emollients. People who are in
occupations where there is a lot of hand washing, have skin that tends to dry out easily and it can crack and become
more prone to carrying bacteria.

Hand santizing station. Source Flickr,
photo by John Kannenberg

How does it work?

It works by killing cells— not human cells. It kills microbial cells. It's based on the use of 70 per cent isopropanol alcohol,
which is rubbing alcohol. That's the concentration of rubbing alcohol that is most effective in killing germs— it's even
more effective than 100 per cent. Because it has a little bit of water in it, it improves penetration. For a virus, sanitizers
work by disrupting the virus’s outer coat. For a bacterium, they work by disrupting its cell membrane.

Some people say that using hand sanitizer is bad because it prevents us from building up natural resistance to bugs.
Show me the evidence.

Physicians used to tell their patients if they didn’t want their kids to be allergic to cats, then don’t have a cat. Physicians
have told their patients this for the last 50 years. Now there’s growing evidence that if you have the cat, you might
actually have some protection against allergies. What you're saying is a similar idea. But the reality is we just don’t have
that information. There’s no evidence to support it one way or another.

So for things like swine flu, you recommend people use hand sanitizer.

This is the absolute best front-line protection for those kinds of diseases.

Is it only colds and flus that hand sanitizers fight?

They work on a range of bacterial and viral illness. Depending on what the agent is, it may be more or less tolerant or
susceptible to these hand sanitizers, but for most of the things that people need to worry about in day-to-day life—

upper respiratory infections, gastrointestinal infections, those kinds of things— most agents that cause those diseases are

highly susceptible to modern hand sanitizers.

What about health care workers? How much does our health depend on them using these products?

In occupations where there’s a lot of human contact there’s the potential for the practitioner to act as an intermediary,
transferring germs from one patient to the next. Anything that's effective and increases the compliance of the
practitioner in going through the motions of infection control and prevention is helpful.

There have always been difficulties with compliance, getting health care workers to wash hands on a sufficiently
frequent basis, between patients and between tasks. Compliance was always difficult because handwashing is often
inconvenient and takes time. The introduction of hand sanitizers improved hand hygiene tremendously, not only
because it was so effective, but it was also easier and faster than regular handwashing. It's really helped in terms of
reducing germ transmission. It's often cited as an example of an improved infection control measure that is a runaway
success on all fronts.

So you’re not a skeptic any longer.

No. In the past several years, as I've seen evidence build up, I've ceased to be a skeptic. This stuff really does work. |
doubted it, but it works.
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Comments - 3 Comments

Jul 11, 09 at 11:01 am, M.Mendel Bocknek, MD said:

we in the medical profession need to get this out there NOW... perhaps you have enough influence to get this
on FOX TV Cable Sunday am ‘House Call’ w/ Dr.Isadore Rosenfeld... .

sincerely,

Dr.M.M.Bocknek, Meds U/T 1954.

Jul 16,09 at 11:14 am, TS said:

I'm no expert on this, but | find it very interesting.But | wonder: what are the chances of hand sanitizers adding
to the problem of anti-microbial resistance?

Thanks,

s

Jul 16, 09 at 12:10 pm, John Murphy said:

While its true there’s abundant information on germicidal efficacy, I'm unaware of any evidence that use actually
reduces risk of influenza transmission. Influenza A on the hands doesn’t equate to getting sick, and its absence
on the hands doesn't equate to being protected. If ’'m missing some key evidence to the contrary I'd welcome
correction.

Post a comment

Name * Comment

Mail *

Website

Submit Comment

© 2009, University of Toronto

SEARCH

FEATURE STORIES

“ Keeping older drivers safe
Study will follow 1,000 older adults for five years
“ Pregnancy need not mean hard labour
Study removes standard hospital bed as focal point of
labour
“ Is local food always best?
Locally-grown not always environmentally-sound
“ Transfer pricing regulation,hurtful or helpful?
Less competition means higher prices for local
consumers
“ Turtles, plastic don’t mix
Leatherback turtles threatened by garbage

NOTA BENE

B s

“ U of T researchers win big in provincial research
excellence program

= U of T and hospitals win $134.8 million in CFI research
funding

TAGS

Arts Arts & Culture Behind the Headlines
Business cancer cities Commercialization

Cool Videos CRC Environment Feature

Stories Featured Researcher Health
In the NeWS new media Nota Bene
politics Science Science & technology

Society

About Research Research Investment
Publications Hospitals
Commercialization Awards & Honours
um ursc

Contact Us


http://www.utoronto.ca/
http://www.utoronto.ca/campuses/maps.htm
http://www.utoronto.ca/a-z.htm
http://www.utoronto.ca/contacts.htm
http://www.utoronto.ca/sitemap.htm
http://link.library.utoronto.ca/uoftdirectory/index.htm
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/
http://www.utoronto.ca/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/abouthomepage
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/investment
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/publications
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/hospitals
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/commercialisation
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/awards-honours
http://www.utm.utoronto.ca/research.0.html
http://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/~vpresearch/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/contactus
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/behind_the_headlines/do-hand-sanitizers-really-work/
mailto:?subject=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F&body=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F
http://www.printfriendly.com/print?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F&partner=sociable
http://digg.com/submit?phase=2&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F&title=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F&bodytext=Professor%20James%20Scott%20is%20an%20associate%20professor%20in%20the%20Division%20of%20Occupational%20%26amp%3B%20Environmental%20Health%20at%20the%20Dalla%20Lana%20School%20of%20Public%20Health.%20He%20is%20cross-appointed%20to%20the%20Department%20of%20Medicine%2C%20Division%20of%20Clinical%20Pharmacology%20and%20Toxicolog
http://delicious.com/post?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F&title=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F&notes=Professor%20James%20Scott%20is%20an%20associate%20professor%20in%20the%20Division%20of%20Occupational%20%26amp%3B%20Environmental%20Health%20at%20the%20Dalla%20Lana%20School%20of%20Public%20Health.%20He%20is%20cross-appointed%20to%20the%20Department%20of%20Medicine%2C%20Division%20of%20Clinical%20Pharmacology%20and%20Toxicolog
http://www.facebook.com/share.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F&t=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F
http://www.google.com/bookmarks/mark?op=edit&bkmk=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F&title=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F&annotation=Professor%20James%20Scott%20is%20an%20associate%20professor%20in%20the%20Division%20of%20Occupational%20%26amp%3B%20Environmental%20Health%20at%20the%20Dalla%20Lana%20School%20of%20Public%20Health.%20He%20is%20cross-appointed%20to%20the%20Department%20of%20Medicine%2C%20Division%20of%20Clinical%20Pharmacology%20and%20Toxicolog
http://www.stumbleupon.com/submit?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F&title=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F
http://technorati.com/faves?add=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F&title=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F&source=Experience+Research+Online+Magazine+%26amp%3B+Source+for+Research+at+U+of+T&summary=Professor%20James%20Scott%20is%20an%20associate%20professor%20in%20the%20Division%20of%20Occupational%20%26amp%3B%20Environmental%20Health%20at%20the%20Dalla%20Lana%20School%20of%20Public%20Health.%20He%20is%20cross-appointed%20to%20the%20Department%20of%20Medicine%2C%20Division%20of%20Clinical%20Pharmacology%20and%20Toxicolog
http://reddit.com/submit?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F&title=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F
http://slashdot.org/bookmark.pl?title=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F
http://twitter.com/home?status=Do%20hand%20sanitizers%20really%20work%3F%20-%20http%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.utoronto.ca%2Fbehind_the_headlines%2Fdo-hand-sanitizers-really-work%2F
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/behind-the-headlines/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/health/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/james-scott/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/public-health/
http://www.rea.ca/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/stories/keeping-older-drivers-safe/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/stories/pregnancy-need-not-mean-hard-labour/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/stories/is-local-food-always-best/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/stories/government-transfer-pricing-regulation-can-hurt-more-than-help/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/stories/turtles-plastic-don%e2%80%99t-mix/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/category/nota-bene/feed
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/nota-bene/u-of-t-researchers-win-big-in-provincial-research-excellence-program/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/nota-bene/u-of-t-and-hospitals-win-134-8-million-in-cfi-research-funding/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/arts/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/arts-culture/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/behind-the-headlines/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/business/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/cancer/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/cities/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/commercialization/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/cool-videos/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/crc/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/environment/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/feature-stories/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/featured-researcher/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/health/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/in-the-news/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/new-media/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/nota-bene/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/politics/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/science/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/science-technology/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/tag/society/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/abouthomepage
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/investment
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/publications
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/hospitals
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/commercialisation
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/awards-honours
http://www.utm.utoronto.ca/research.0.html
http://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/~vpresearch/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/contactus

