Your  Mother Was Right…Wash your Hands!

The return of cold and flu season seems the right time to review with everyone the need to wash their hands often, including the hands of the people we support. Besides the flu vaccine, hand-washing is cited as being the single most preventative step you can take to protect yourself from cold or flu. Recent studies have confirmed that hand –washing with soap and water or applying alcohol-based hand rubs between caring for different individuals and throughout the day reduces the transmission of bacteria or viruses (germs) significantly; in some settings as much as 85%! Below are some facts that you may find very interesting and that may help you, your family and the people with whom you work to stay healthy, especially during flu and cold season.

· Improved hand washing or use of alcohol-based hand rubs has been shown to actually end outbreaks of infections, reduce the transmission of antibiotic-resistant bacteria (like MRSA) and reduce overall infection rates.

· The CDC is recommending the use of alcohol-based hand rubs for people who provide personal care to others because they can address some of the obstacles staff encounter when taking care of people. For example, lack of appropriate hand-washing opportunities when out in the community.  

· Hand-washing with soap and water is still highly recommended to reduce the spread of germs. Soap helps carry the germs away that are loosened through the friction from rubbing your hands. Using an antibacterial soap is also recommended. Use of liquid or foaming soaps in pump bottles is better than bars of soap.

· You should wash your hands for the length of time it takes you to sing “Happy Birthday” (20 seconds). 

· When your hands are visibly soiled you should wash with soap and water.

· The use of gloves does not eliminate the need for hand-washing and hand washing does not eliminate the need for gloves. Gloves reduce hand contamination by 70-80%, prevent spreading germs to others and protects everyone from infection. Hand rubs or soap and water should be used before and after care is provided just as gloves should be changed before and after providing care. 

· Staff should avoid wearing artificial nails and keep natural nails less than ¼” long if they are caring for individuals at high risk for acquiring infections.  

· Just as you encourage people to “cover their nose or mouth” when coughing or sneezing, you should encourage them to wash their hands after doing so  frequently throughout the day. The preferred method to “cover a cough or sneeze” is by coughing or sneezing into the elbow.
· Fist “bumps” vs. handshakes are a great idea during cold and flu season. It can prevent the transmission of germs.

Hand washing with Soap and water: 

· Wet your hands with clean, running water — either warm or cold (not hot).

· Apply soap and lather well.
· Rub your hands vigorously for at least 20 seconds. Remember to scrub all     surfaces, including the backs of your hands, wrists, between your fingers and under your fingernails
· Rinse well.

· Dry your hands with a clean towel or air-dry them.
How to use an alcohol-based hand sanitizer:
Alcohol-based hand sanitizers, which don't require water, are an acceptable alternative when soap and water aren't available. If you use a hand sanitizer, make sure the product contains at least 60% alcohol. Follow these steps:

· Apply the gel product to the palm of one hand. Check the label to find out the appropriate amount.

· Rub your hands together.

· Rub the gel over all the surfaces of your hands and fingers until your hands are dry.

Remember, the infection you prevent may be your own!

