Are You Washing Your Hands Correctly?

You’ve been doing it since you’ve been old enough to put your hands in a sink, but do you really know how to wash your hands correctly?

Probably not, say health experts, who add that proper handwashing is one of our best defences against communicable diseases. 

“The correct way to wash your hands is easy to learn and can reduce the spread of infectious diseases among children and adults,” explains Almonte General Hospital (AGH) Nurse Manager Maureen Slade. “It’s very worthwhile to take a few minutes to review the technique.”

Even though hands may look clean, they may be carrying germs or microorganisms that can cause illness. The Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care suggests these simple steps to keeping hands clean:

· Wet your hands and wrists with warm running water;

· Add a sufficient amount of soap and rub your hands together, creating a soapy lather;

· Rub your hands together with the lather, away from the running water, for at least 10 seconds;

· Scrub hands well palm to palm, scrub in between and around fingers and scrub the back of each hand with the palm of the other hand;

· Scrub the fingertips of each hand in the opposite palm, scrub each thumb clasped in the opposite hand and scrub each wrist clasped in the opposite hand;

· Rinse your hands well under warm running water, letting the water run into the sink, not down to your elbows;

· Turn off the water with a paper towel and dispose of the towel; and

· Dry your hands thoroughly with a clean paper towel.

To maximize the effects of handwashing, it’s also a good idea to keep fingernails short, avoid artificial nails or nail polish, remove rings, watches and bracelets and keep your sleeves dry.

“When you rub your hands together vigorously with soapy water, you pull the dirt from your skin,” explains Slade. “The soap lather suspends the dirt and germs and then is washed away.”

Any type of soap can be used, but bar soap should be kept in a self-draining holder that is cleaned thoroughly before a new bar is put out. Liquid soap containers should be cleaned before refilling.

Alcohol rubs, gels or rinses are excellent hand disinfectants that are widely used in health-care settings or when water is not available. 

“We have dispensers for alcohol-based gel disinfectants at the entrances of the Hospital and the Manor,” says Slade. “We encourage everyone entering and leaving the buildings to use them.”

If you are using a rub, gel or rinse, be sure to apply an amount that is the size of a dime onto your hands and rub your hands together well for at least 15 seconds or until your hands feel dry. If your hands become chapped, use hand lotion frequently. 

Small amounts of alcohol-based hand disinfectants are safe to use, because the alcohol evaporates quickly. It is safe to touch your mouth or eyes after using them, but they should not be swallowed so be sure to supervise young children using them.   

Common handwashing mistakes include using a single damp cloth to wash several individuals’ hands, using a standing basin of water to rinse hands, using a non-disposable hand towel and using sponges or non-disposable cleaning cloths that aren’t laundered on a regular basis with bleach.

Slade said it is important to encourage and help children wash their hands correctly before eating, after playing outdoors or with pets, after using the bathroom and after blowing their noses. 

“Don’t assume children know how to wash their hands correctly,” she advises. “Help them learn the proper technique and set an example by washing your hands properly.”

