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ABSTRACT: Hand washing is the most effective way to prevent the spread of communicable
disease. The purpose of this double-blind, placebo-controlled study was to assess whether an al-
cohol-free, instant hand sanitizer containing surfactants, allantoin, and benzalkonium chloride
could reduce illness absenteeism in a population of 769 elementary school children and serve as
an effective alternative when regular soap and water hand washing was not readily available. Prior
to the study, students were educated about proper hand washing technique, the importance of
hand washing to prevent transmission of germs, and the relationship between germs and illnesses.
Children in kindergarten through the 6th grade (ages 5-12) were assigned to the active or placebo
hand-sanitizer product and instructed to use the product at scheduled times during the day and
as needed after coughing or sneezing. Data on illness absenteeism were tracked. After 5 weeks,
students using the active product were 33% less likely to have been absent because of illness when
compared with the placebo group.
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INTRODUCTION

Hand washing is the most effective method for pre-
venting hand-borne transmissible illness. Time con-
straints and the frequent lack of soap, towels, and
sinks in many school locations pose a problem when
trying to encourage students and staff to practice good
hand washing habits and technique. Research sup-
ports the finding that hand washing reduces both the
carriage of pathogens on the hands and hospital-ac-
quired (nosocomial) infections (Larson, Farly, Cloon-
an, Sugru, & Parides, 2000). A mathematical model of
the dynamics of transmission of nosocomial infec-
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tions was used to examine the spread of a hand-borne
nosocomial pathogen, Staphylococcus aureus, in a gen-
eral medical ward (Cooper, Medley, & Scott, 1999). Us-
ing that model, even moderate increases in the fre-
quency of effective hand washing were sufficient to
control infections caused by endemic organisms. In a
review of the link between hand hygiene and hospital-
based infections, Larson (1999) found evidence for a
causal relationship between good hand hygiene and
reduced pathogen transmission.

Schools, like hospitals, have close, crowded envi-
ronments with many inanimate objects that can act
as vehicles of disease transmission. These factors, to-
gether with a lack of facilities and time for adequate
hand washing, predispose the school environment for
the transmission of microorganisms and associated in-
fections among students. Although it is well estab-
lished that transmissible microbial infections of the
respiratory and gastrointestinal tract cause a large per-
centage of school illnesses, few reports have examined
the benefits of an effective hand-cleansing program in
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