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How to Wash Your Hands
Itʼs one of the most important things you can do to protect yourself, your family and your
community. And if youʼre like us, youʼve probably been doing it wrong.
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We asked the experts how to wash our hands. After they taught us the proper technique
(above), we had a few more questions:
Will touching the wet faucet really ruin everything?
Yes.
The faucet may have the same germs you started with! Use a tissue or paper towel to turn it
off once your hands are clean. You don’t want to begin again, do you?
How hard do I have to scrub?
Most people don’t rub vigorously enough, said Barbara Smith, a nurse epidemiologist and
infection prevention specialist at Mount Sinai Health Systems in New York.
When you wash your hands, you are using soap and water to physically dislodge germs
from your skin and then rinse them away.
Do I really have to dry my hands all the way?
Most people don’t dry thoroughly enough. Germs love moisture. And don’t be afraid to use a
little force here too: You are physically removing whatever germs remain.
Do I have to use paper towels?
No. Cloth towels are ﬁne for personal use, but should be washed every few days — more if
multiple people use the same towel. A sick person should use a separate towel. Use paper
towels for guests!
What about an air dryer?
In terms of hygiene, paper towels are best. Hand dryers are OK, so long as you dry your
hands thoroughly. There is inconclusive research that suggests a higher germ concentration
around some hand dryers, but using a hand dryer is deﬁnitely better than wiping your
hands on your pants.

What’s the best way to know you’ve washed for 20 seconds?
One one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand…
Does it matter what kind of soap I use?
Liquid soap is best. Bar soap is ﬁne too, just don’t let it sit around in a gloppy dish.
Remember: germs love moisture.
When should I be washing my hands?
Before you leave the house (to protect others from your germs).
And when you arrive at your destination (to wash off germs you’ve picked up from door
knobs, elevator buttons, public transportation, etc.)
Before and after you eat or prepare food.
Before and after you clean your home.
After you blow your nose, cough or sneeze.
After you use the bathroom or change a diaper.
After you feed or touch a pet.
What about lotion for dry hands?
Yes, but use your own personal supply (most lotion does not contain antibacterial agents, so
it should not be shared). And don’t forget to keep the bottle and dispenser clean!
Can I still paint my nails?
Yes, but it’s best to keep your nails short and your manicure fresh. Germs can live in
cracked and chipped polish.
What’s the technique with hand sanitizer?
Use alcohol-based hand sanitizer with at least 60 percent alcohol, and scrub your hands the
same way you would with soap and water. Be sure to use enough liquid so you can reach
every surface of your hands.
Note: If you’ve seen the recipe circulating on social media for homemade sanitizer using
aloe vera gel and rubbing alcohol, we tried it and it didn’t work. You’ll just wind up with a
batch of diluted alcohol.
Is hand-washing really that important?

“Your hands carry almost all your germs to your respiratory tract. Keeping them as clean as
possible is really helpful,” said Dr. Adit Ginde, professor of emergency medicine at the
University of Colorado School of Medicine. “It would dramatically reduce transmission if
people did it well.”
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Wondering About Social Distancing?
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• What is social distancing?

It means minimizing contact with people and maintaining a distance of at least
six feet between you and others. Avoid public transportation, limit nonessential
travel, work from home and skip gatherings. This strategy saved thousands of
lives both during the Spanish ﬂu pandemic of 1918 and in Mexico City during
the 2009 ﬂu pandemic.

• Iʼm young. Can I continue to socialize?

Please donʼt. There is no question that older people and those with underlying
health conditions are most vulnerable to the virus, but young people are by no
means immune. And there is a greater public health imperative. Even people
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