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Hand hygiene for healthcare 
workers: did we need 
COVID-19 to raise awareness 
of proper disinfection practice?

Hand hygiene is a critical healthcare 
intervention for controlling care-related 
infections, but adherence by healthcare 
workers is often disregarded. In 2005 the 
World Health Organization launched the 
‘Clean Care is Safer Care’ campaign to 
promote and encourage hand hygiene.1

Proper hand hygiene should therefore 
be an issue considered central to the daily 
practice of a healthcare professional. 
However, several studies have shown that 
there has been an increase in the use of hand 
sanitisers in conjunction with the crucial 
phases of the COVID-19 pandemic.2 In 
fact, of the healthcare interventions effec-
tive in containing COVID-19, in addition 
to the use of personal protective equip-
ment, hand hygiene represents the most 
basic one in both healthcare workers and 
the general population.

While an exponential increase in the 
use of alcohol-based sanitisers could be 
expected in the general population, the 
same did not seem to us to be possible 
for healthcare professionals who should 
already be aware of the proper use of 
these products.

To better estimate the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on this issue, 

we analysed the rate of usage of both 
commercial and galenic hand sanitisers 
in two major hospitals in Northern Italy 
between January and October 2020 in 
comparison with the same period in 2019. 
The average monthly usage increase in 
litres was +105%, ranging from −2% 
pre-pandemic to +170% in March.

This trend accurately reflects the 
increase in intensive care admissions, 
which represents an important indicator 
for healthcare setting. The percentage 
increase in the use of hand sanitisers is 
positively correlated to the number of 
admissions (R=0.65 for the entire period, 
a value that rises to R=0.75 if January is 
excluded).

In order to better explain how the 
increase in hand sanitiser use in a hospital 
setting follows the trend in the general 
population, we extracted data from 
Google Trends on the topic ‘hand sani-
tizer’ for the predicted periods.3 For 
2019, Google Trends reports two peaks in 
searches; in 2020 the trend closely tracks 
hand sanitiser consumption at the two 
benchmark hospitals (see figure 1).

The use of online search systems such 
as Google Trends is often underestimated 
in healthcare, mainly due to the lack of 
validation.4 However, in analyses such as 
ours, it can represent added value to be 
able to target awareness campaigns on 
topics of common interest to all health-
care professionals.

In fact, the data that emerged from 
our analysis will be useful for us in taking 
new actions to raise awareness, as recom-
mended in the literature. Even in critical 

wards such as intensive care units, contin-
uous retraining of operators in the use 
of hand sanitiser is required to ensure an 
adequate standard.5 From this point of 
view, we have to consider the COVID-19 
pandemic as an event that has taught us a 
lot, including the proper management of 
disinfection.
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PostScript

Figure 1  Trend in the use of hand sanitiser in two major hospitals in Northern Italy and Google 
Trends searches on the topic 'hand sanitiser' for the period between January and October 2020 in 
comparison with the same time interval in 2019.
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