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HAND WASHING: 
ARE WE BECOMING 
COMPLACENT?

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and other 
health-care agencies have documented that hand washing 
is one of the most effective infection prevention protocols. 

In spite of this knowledge, I frequently observe dental 
professionals breaching hand-washing protocol while 
treating patients.

CDC guidelines state that hand washing should occur 
before donning and after removing gloves. The former for 

patient safety and the latter for the safety of the 
health care professional. 

Washing hands prior to patient treatment 
helps to prevent any microbes on the skin from 
contacting a patient’s oral tissue, should the 
integrity of the gloves be com-
promised. Hand washing after 
removing gloves helps to re-
move any microbes that may 

have migrated onto the hands through 
tears or defects in the gloves.

While consulting in practices, I com-
monly observe dental team members 
washing hands with soap and water or 
using a waterless hand sanitizer prior to 
donning gloves. Washing hands after re-
moving gloves is much less frequently ob-
served. 

Even more frequently, I observe team 
members leaving the treatment room 
with their contaminated gloves on and 
going to the business office or lab wearing the contami-
nated gloves. This poses a risk of cross-contamination of 
any and all the surfaces that are touched before the gloves 
are removed. 

It’s just as easy to develop a good habit as a bad one. 
As dental professionals, we owe it to ourselves to develop 
a good habit of removing the contaminated gloves in the 
treatment room, followed by hand washing. 

I typically recommend soap and water washing after 
removing gloves, rather than using a waterless product. 
The reason is that alcohol products do not do as good a 
job of removing debris from the hands as soap and water. 
The likelihood of microorganisms or debris being on the 

hands is greater after treatment. Therefore soap and wa-
ter is more appropriate. 

Waterless hand sanitizers are great for hand hygiene 
prior to gloving since the hands tend to be drier after use. 
This makes donning gloves easier. These recommenda-
tions are consistent with CDC guidelines for hand hygiene 
in health-care settings.

There are many waterless hand sanitizers to choose 
from for use in dental facilities.

There are gel, foam, and liquid products that contain al-
cohol or some type of quaternary ammonium compound 
as the antimicrobial agent. For the products that contain 
alcohol, studies suggest that a product with an alcohol 

concentration between 70% and 90% is 
most effective for health-care settings. 
Over-the-counter products typically have 
an alcohol concentration of 60%. This may 
not make them the best options in a dental 
health-care setting. 

One product I frequently recommend 
that meets the alcohol content recommen-
dation is Sterillium™ from Hu-Friedy. It has 
an alcohol concentration of 80%, and tends 
not to be drying to the skin. 

Another product that I frequently rec-
ommend is Avagard™ from 3M. Although 
the alcohol concentration is less (61%), it 
contains chlorhexidine gluconate. This 
provides residual activity on the hands 

once the alcohol has evaporated. It also contains moistur-
izers to prevent skin from drying. 

These products are two good options for cleaning hands 
prior to gloving.

More information on hand hygiene is available from the 
CDC at www.cdc.gov/handhygiene. Protect yourself and 
patients with optimal hand hygiene protocols.  

MARY GOVONI, CDA, RDA, RDH, MBA, is the owner of 
Mary Govoni & Associates, a consulting company based in 
Michigan. She is a member of the Organization for Safety, 
Asepsis and Prevention. She can be contacted at mary@
marygovoni.com or www.marygovoni.com.

AS DENTAL 
PROFESSIONALS, 
WE OWE IT TO 
OURSELVES 
TO DEVELOP A 
GOOD HABIT OF 
REMOVING THE 
CONTAMINATED 
GLOVES IN THE 
TREATMENT ROOM, 
FOLLOWED BY 
HAND WASHING. 

DENTAL ECONOMICS ®

Reprinted from the September 2013 edition of DENTAL ECONOMICS
Copyright 2013 by PennWell Corporation



How the best perform

Introducing Hu-Friedy HAND ESSENTIALS™

INFECTION 

CONTROL

LATHER. RINSE. RELIEF.
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The company who has invested in the performance of your hands for over 100-years, now brings you a full 

line of hand care products to help with program compliance. Our moisturizers, soaps and sanitizers will be 

there for you with every glove change, disinfecting hand wash and day-ending skin routine. Non-irritating, 

cost effective and latex glove compatible, Hu-Friedy Hand Essentials is the perfect choice to care for your 

two most precious instruments. 

SANITIZERS
Sterillium® Comfort Gel™

Instant Hand Antiseptic 

MOISTURIZERS
Skin Repair Cream 

Moisturizing Lotion

SOAPS 
Antibacterial Soap

Lotion Soap

Visit HandEssentials.com or call  

1-800-Hu-Friedy for more information  

or to request a sample.
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