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Letter to the Editor

It’s in our hands: a rapid, (]
international initiative to

translate a hand hygiene song

during the COVID-19 pandemic

Sir,

The novel coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) continues to
affect the global community deeply and rapidly, with more
than 200 countries impacted at the time of writing (May 2",
2020). In order to manage the extent of this pandemic, there is
a need to develop, disseminate, and implement infection
prevention and control strategies in healthcare settings and in
the community. Early on in the outbreak, there were general
recommendations to frequently wash hands to reduce the
spread of infection. With the current, relentless global scale of
COVID-19, international compliance with handwashing fre-
quency and technique is more important than ever.

A prominent strategy to improve hand hygiene, developed
by the World Health Organization (WHO), includes an effective
six-step handwashing technique which has had broad uptake
through the use of a multi-modal approach; however, encour-
aging consistent compliance can be challenging [1]. In addition
to needing to remember all six steps of the technique and
needing to wash hands for the required duration of time,
there may be a lack of awareness regarding the importance of
handwashing technique on reducing the microbial burden on
hands. This lack of awareness may not be surprising, as most
hand hygiene promotion campaigns focus on indications for
action (‘when to clean hands’) rather than on technique (“how
to clean hands’) [2]. Thus, continuing to promote correct
handwashing technique is currently of utmost importance to
the world population, especially given the disproportionate
burden of COVID-19 on older adults, and emerging evidence of
asymptomatic shedding [3,4].

In order to assist children with remembering the effective
six-step technique, we recently published a musical mnemonic
to the tune of the well-known nursery rhyme Frere Jacques, or
Brother John [2,5]. This memory aid reinforces inclusion of all
six handwashing steps using self-instruction, via engaging with
the familiar melody and singing (or imagining singing) the lyrics
(Figure 1A). In the context of the evolving COVID-19 pandemic,
the near-ubiquitous melody of Brother John provided an
opportunity for international, interdisciplinary collaboration to
translate and rapidly disseminate the musical mnemonic

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhin.2020.05.003

globally. On March 19t", drawing on our combined network of
music neuroscience researchers, music education specialists,
and healthcare professionals, we invited approximately 40
international colleagues to create a new version of the hand-
washing song that (a) included all six WHO handwashing steps;
(b) worked musically in the new language; and (c) had been
checked by a healthcare professional for accuracy. Each
translator was also invited to submit an audio or video file of
the translated song. We received an overwhelmingly positive
and creative response. Within one week, 26 songs meeting the
criteria were gathered. Alongside the original English and
French versions, this led to 28 versions for immediate dissem-
ination (Figure 1B). The songs cover languages from all five
continents and range from very close (e.g. Punjabi) to creative
(e.g. Czech) translations. All translators gave informed consent
for their versions to be disseminated, as a starting point and
inspiration for further development into other languages.

Brother John is an ideal tune to use in this context: it is
widely known across cultures; the melody involves very simple,
repeating patterns; the vocal range centres around a small
interval of a sixth (e.g. middle C to A), which is easy to sing for
children; and the duration, when sung at a steady tempo, is
between 20 and 25 s. Singing is a highly sequential, structured
activity and has been used throughout history to remember
text or coordinate movement, from ballads and religious
scriptures to work songs and children’s action songs. Exper-
imentally, music has been shown to facilitate verbal and motor
learning in a variety of contexts, likely using neural resources
shared between music, language and motor networks [6—8]. In
practice, we have observed that, once the handwashing song
becomes highly familiar through repetition and rehearsal, a
missed step is immediately noticed, leading to important self-
correcting behaviour.

A clear advantage of this six-step handwashing song is that it
highlights the importance of correct technique, in addition to
the recommended 20 s duration (such as singing Happy birth-
day twice — another popular approach). A demonstration, prior
to introducing the song, will ensure full understanding of each
step. In launching these translated songs during a pandemic
that underlines our global interconnectedness, and to highlight
2020 World Hand Hygiene Day on May 5%, we have made
these songs available at www.CleanHandsSaveLives.org/hand-
washing-song/, hoping that this mnemonic will inspire indi-
viduals to take matters into their own hands and reduce their
risk of acquiring or spreading COVID-19. Music is known to have
the capacity to entertain, bring joy, and be a powerful, positive
shared experience; the 28 languages included here allow
access to this musical mnemonic to more than half of the
world’s population in their native language.
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WHO handWashlng Engllsh Or|g|na| Brother Arabic (Moder Standard) French Francais Japanese H#3E Punjabi .ozl (Pakistan)
teChan ue mnemonics JOhn |yI'ICS ey I8 Frotte les mains Tnvs LI Hathailah dhoy
2LVl G o Entre les doigts B0 sV ZLIL Unglion key dirmyaan
Sl jglo Juel caSUl gl Jausl Sur le dos, surle dos gLtk gtahsER Pichla hissah dhoy, pichla hissah dhoy
L " L ing?" adLbYl Tourbillonne les bouts WrEE <3< Ungliyah gummiyeh
upb hanas Crul e paims re you sieeping s
| Jaucl Alenvers, partout 2HE EhLIC Inneh ulta saaf kerein
palm to palm d,r,md plaYl i Y plg¥l i ¥ Attaque les pouces! Attaque les pouces! | HXBTE HThT I Angutah attack, angutah attack
Czech Cestina Gaelic Gaidhlig (Scotiand) Korean #H=0{ Russian Pyccruil sabik
Dlané mydiit Nigh do bhoisean £HIEHE SR Moewm pykn
Mezi prsty Eadar na medir #7128 Aol Mexay nansuyamu
Mydii hibet, mydli hibet Cil gach laimhe, clil gach laimhe =58 Wit &858 Mt C A1ByX CTOPOH, C AiBYX CTOPOH
Prsty vafi kasicku Cuimhnich barr nan corragan el Tp&m Kol nanbLes
Palm to pa[m "Between the ﬁngers " "Are you s[eeping?” Vydrhni je trosicku Glan bho bhun gu barr iad otziel2 Bx|23 WX 3aTeM cuennsem
X . Palce té, postav véz Déan an ordag chli, déan an ordag cheart | X[ WAF, K| Wb Mpo Gonbiuoit, He 3abyab
with fingers interlaced d,r,m,d
Danish Dansk German Deutsch Lithuanian Lietuviy Kalba Spanish Espariol (Vexico)
Vaske haender Wasch die Handflachen, Trink savo delnus Téllate las palmas
Mellem fingre Zwischen den Fingern, Trink tarp pirsty Entre los dedos
For og bag, gnub og skrub Wasch den Handrticken, Ir rankos virdy, Ir rankos virSy, Lava por defras, lava por detras
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= Ignt paim as € Dack, rother Jonn, g g s o N p patir nyl P patir nyl pia tu pulg pia tu pulg
aumen auch, Daumen auct
over left dorsum Wash the back” Brother John"
with interlaced fingers mfs Dutch Nederlands Greek eAdnvika > Malay Bahasa Melayu Swedish Svenska
and vice versa m,f, s Wriffin je handen Toie Tic Tahipeg peTafd Toug Gosok tangan Skrubba handerna
Tussen je vingers KI avdpeoa aTa ddyTula Gosok jari O mellan fingrarna
E Bovenop, bovenop (Tpilye) T pan oTa yepaxia Belakang tangan, belakang tangan Tvatta handryggen, andra handryggen
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Rotational rubbing, "Twirl the tips "Morning bells
" )
backwards and forwards around are ringing English Hindi f2= Mandarin @i / JWiE * Taiwanese Tai-gi
with clasped fingers of s, I, s, f,m,d
g . P ! 9 PR Scrub your palms. Haatheli ko ragado FOER Sé tshid-té,
right hand in left paim Between the fingers Unglion ke beech mein FHER Sé tshic-phang
: Wash the back, wash the back Haath ke upar, sabun ko malo Figa, B2 So tshidi-puénn, so tshid-puann
and vice versa Twirl the tips around Unglion ke nakh, RREWEE Tsfig-thau-a-bué lut-lut--leh
Scrub them upside-down Upar, niche ragado KATHRMEE Tsfig-thau-a-balk lut-lut--leh
Thumb attack, thumb attack Angootha ko ragado, charon aur KBS, SR Tua-thau-bo, long-tsong sé
~u .
Back of fingers "Scrub them "Morning bells ) i _
] : ] A Estonian Eesti Hungarian Magyar Polish Polski Welsh Cymraeg
to opposing palms upside-down are ringing
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Pealtpoolt ka, teine kasi ka Kézfejed, stroljad! Potem wierzch, potem wierzch Golchi'r cefn, golchi'T cefn
H66ru sérmeotsi Csipi-csipi korbe Umyj wnetrze dioni Troelli blaen y bysedd
Ulesse ja alla Sika-sika fol-le Zr6b z paluszkéow haki Troi nhw ar ben i lawr
Mudi oma péialt, mudi oma poialt Nagyujjam, elkaplak! Zakrec keiuk, zakrec keiuk Bawd mawr glan, bawd mawr glan
¥ Rotational rubbing "Thumb attack! "Ding.ding.dong! Farsi/ Persian _..,l5 Italian /taliano Portuguese Portugués (sraziy | Yoruba Edé Yorubd (Nigeria) *
" 0 . "
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§ D9y |y Gk ogaiy [ iy Poi il dorso, e I'altro dorso Lava atras, lava atras Fo ika peld owo, St s'oké s'6dd
| A and vice versa d s, d Jeday [y GhlB Sgi oS a3 Punte gira gira Gira as pontinhas Fo atanpako re
| G by oS M8 Tutti in amicizia E de ponta-cabega Ro owo ati ika po
| Gy 091 D ¢ Coands pl p® Pollici, finito! Pega o dedao, pega o dedao Yi6 si mo, Yi6 si mo
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Figure 1. World Health Organization (WHO) six-step handwashing technique (an adaption of an original work, ‘How to handwash’; 2009; https://www.who.int/gpsc/5may/How_
To_HandWash_Poster.pdf) and handwashing song lyrics, set to the tune of Brother John. (A) Visual handwashing aid, lyrics, and musical notes for each step. (B) The handwashing
song in twenty-eight languages. d, r, m, f, s, | = do, re, mi, fa, so, la (s, = so below d). *Handwashing steps are sung in a different order from the original English version.
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