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Research Questions 
1. What is the clinical effectiveness of hand washing with soap and water compared with 

hand sanitization solutions for health care workers in direct contact with patients?  

2. What are the evidence-based guidelines regarding the use of hand washing with soap 
and water for health care workers in direct contact with patients? 

Key Findings 
One systematic review and one non-randomized study were identified regarding the clinical 
effectiveness of hand washing with soap and water compared with hand sanitization 
solutions for health care workers in direct contact with patients. In addition, three evidence-
based guidelines were identified regarding the use of hand washing with soap and water 
for health care workers in direct contact with patients.  

Methods 
A limited literature search was conducted by an information specialist on key resources 
including Medline via OVID and CINAHL via EBSCO, the Cochrane Library, the University 
of York Centre for Reviews and Dissemination (CRD) databases, the websites of Canadian 
and major international health technology agencies, as well as a focused internet search. 
The search strategy was comprised of both controlled vocabulary, such as the National 
Library of Medicine’s MeSH (Medical Subject Headings), and keywords. The main search 
concepts were hand hygiene and health care workers. No filters were applied to limit the 
retrieval by study type. Where possible, retrieval was limited to the human population. The 
search was also limited to English language documents published between January 1, 
2015 and January 1, 2020. Internet links were provided, where available.  

Selection Criteria 
One reviewer screened citations and selected studies based on the inclusion criteria 
presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Selection Criteria 
Population Health care workers (in direct contact with patients) in any setting 

Intervention Hand washing with soap and water 

Comparator Q1: Hand sanitization solution (alcohol-based and other solutions) 
Q2: Not applicable  

Outcomes Q1: Clinical effectiveness (e.g., spread of infection, disease progression) 
Q2: Recommendations regarding the use of hand washing with soap and water for health care workers 

taking care of patients  

Study Designs Health technology assessments, systematic reviews, randomized controlled trials, non-randomized 
studies, and evidence-based guidelines 
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Results 
Rapid Response reports are organized so that the higher quality evidence is presented 
first. Therefore, health technology assessment reports and systematic reviews are 
presented first. These are followed by randomized controlled trials, non-randomized 
studies, and evidence-based guidelines.  

One systematic review1 and one non-randomized study2 were identified regarding the 
clinical effectiveness of hand washing with soap and water compared with hand sanitization 
solutions for health care workers in direct contact with patients. In addition, three evidence-
based guidelines3-5 were identified regarding the use of hand washing with soap and water 
for health care workers in direct contact with patients. No relevant health technology 
assessments or randomized controlled trials were identified.   

Additional references of potential interest are provided in the appendix. 

Overall Summary of Findings 
One systematic review1 and one non-randomized study2 were identified regarding the 
clinical effectiveness of hand washing with soap and water compared with hand sanitization 
solutions for health care workers in direct contact with patients.  

The authors of the systematic review1 included one randomized controlled trial that 
compared hand washing with soap and water to an alcohol rub plus additional hydrogen 
peroxide and found no significant difference in the risk of surgical site infection between the 
groups. Overall, the authors concluded that there was no firm evidence that demonstrated 
any single type of hand antisepsis was more effective than others in preventing surgical 
site infections.1 Conversely, the authors of the non-randomized study2 found that a 
persistent, alcohol-based hand sanitizer was significantly more effective in reducing the 
rate of hospital-acquired infections compared to hand washing alone.  

Guidelines from the Australian government3 recommend that soap and water be used for 
hand hygiene when hands are visibly soiled. Health care workers in contact with known or 
suspected Clostridium difficile and non-enveloped viruses such as norovirus should wash 
with soap and water if their hands are visibly contaminated.3 Otherwise, they may use an 
alcohol-based rub.3 

Similar recommendations are included in guidelines from the Association of periOperative 
Registered Nurses,4 who recommend using soap and water whenever hands are visibly 
soiled, following exposure to blood or body fluids, after care is provided to patients who are 
infected with spore-forming organisms or norovirus, and after the use of a restroom. The 
guidelines recommend alcohol-based hand rub products when hands show no visible 
soiling.4 

Finally, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence suggests that health care 
workers should decontaminate their hands using an alcohol-based rub in most situations.5 
The guidance suggests that soap and water should be used when hands are visibly soiled 
or contaminated with bodily fluids, or if there is a potential spread of alcohol-resistant 
organisms such as Clostridium difficile.5 
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7. Hand antisepsis procedures: a review of guidelines. (CADTH Rapid response report: 
summary with critical appraisal). Ottawa (ON): CADTH; 2017: 
https://www.cadth.ca/hand-antisepsis-procedures-review-guidelines. Accessed 2020 
Mar 31. 
 

8. Non–alcohol-based hand rubs: clinical effectiveness and guidelines. (CADTH Rapid 
response report: summary of abstracts). Ottawa (ON): CADTH; 2015: 
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http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28341129
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(BC): College of Physicians and Surgeons British Columbia; 2019: 
https://www.cpsbc.ca/files/pdf/PPEP-AS-Hand-Hygiene.pdf. Accessed 2020 Mar 31. 
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31. 
See: Principles Upon Which This Document is Based, Point #4, page 14; Hand 
Hygiene, page 69 

 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29299303
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https://www.albertahealthservices.ca/assets/info/ppih/if-ppih-covid-19-care-adult-critically-ill.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/874316/Infection_prevention_and_control_guidance_for_pandemic_coronavirus.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/874316/Infection_prevention_and_control_guidance_for_pandemic_coronavirus.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/874316/Infection_prevention_and_control_guidance_for_pandemic_coronavirus.pdf
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/COVID-19-infection-prevention-and-control-healthcare-settings-march-2020.pdf
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/COVID-19-infection-prevention-and-control-healthcare-settings-march-2020.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331498/WHO-2019-nCoV-IPCPPE_use-2020.2-eng.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331498/WHO-2019-nCoV-IPCPPE_use-2020.2-eng.pdf
https://www.cpsbc.ca/files/pdf/PPEP-AS-Hand-Hygiene.pdf.%20Accessed%202020%20Mar%2031
https://www.gov.mb.ca/health/publichealth/cdc/docs/ipc/rpap.pdf
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