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Hand Sanitizing Gel Cuts Spread of Stomach Bugs
B Y  D I A N A  M A H O N E Y

Ne w England Bureau

B O S T O N —  Regular use of an alcohol-
based hand sanitizer in the home can re-
duce the spread of gastrointestinal infec-
tions among family members, Thomas J.
Sandora, M.D., said at the annual meeting
of the Infectious Diseases Society of
America.

And, the more hand sanitizer used by
a given family, the better the chances of
reducing the spread of some organisms,
according to the findings from the
Healthy Hands, Healthy Families Study at
Children’s Hospital Boston.

Dr. Sandora and his colleagues provided
155 families who had at least one child in
day care for 10 hours or more per week
with hand sanitizer and hand hygiene edu-
cational materials. The researchers in-
structed the families to place bottles of the
sanitizer around the house, including in the
bathroom, kitchen, and baby’s room, and
told them to apply it to their hands after us-
ing the toilet, before preparing food, after
diaper changes, and at other “key” times. 

A control group of 137 day-care families
with similar demographics was given ma-
terials about basic nutrition only.

The investigators tracked all of the fam-
ilies for 5 months, using biweekly phone
calls to inquire about symptoms of respi-
ratory and gastrointestinal illness. The
primary outcome measures were the rates

of transmission of both types of illnesses,
reported as secondary illnesses per sus-
ceptible person-year.

During the observation period, 28 of 252
gastrointestinal illnesses recorded were
classified as secondary transmissions (time
of onset 2-7 days after onset in another
family member), as were 443 of 1,802 res-
piratory illnesses. The use of hand sanitizer
reduced the overall secondary transmission
of gastrointestinal infections by 59%.

Alcohol-based hand sanitizer is effective

at removing surface germs on the skin.
The Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention recommends routine use of these
products by health care workers because
they are easier and quicker to use than
soap and water and they cause less skin ir-
ritation, Dr. Sandora said.

One significant advantage of the alco-
hol-based product is that it can kill or-
ganisms “without [one] worrying about
the whole issue of resistance,” he said.
“Alcohol doesn’t contain antibiotics, and

you don’t develop resistance to it.”
The product is not being used in most

homes despite its wide availability, Dr.
Sandora said. “Providers should teach par-
ents about hand sanitizer and its role in re-
ducing the spread of infections in the
home.” 

GOJO Industries—the manufacturer of
the hand sanitizer gel used in the study—
funded the study. Dr. Sandora reported
having no financial interests in the com-
pany. ■

Idaho Syphilis

Outbreak Is

Tapering Off

An outbreak of syphilis in southern
Idaho that began in 2003 probably

has peaked, according to Tom Shanahan,
a spokesman for the Idaho Department of
Health and Welfare.

Four babies with congenital syphilis
were born in Idaho in 2003, and three
were born in 2004. “We started seeing a
rise in total cases of syphilis in 2002 and
2003; we are hopefully over the hump
now,” Mr. Shanahan said. In addition to
the congenital cases, 45 cases of syphilis
were reported in the state in 2003, and 78
cases were reported in 2004. Although 21
cases of syphilis have been reported in
2005, no congenital cases have occurred.

“Drug use was a significant risk factor,”
Mr. Shanahan said. About 70% of patients
in Idaho’s third district were metham-
phetamine or other drug users. Conse-
quently, management strategies to control
the outbreak include spreading the word
about the link between drug use and
syphilis, and educating the public through
organizations that work with drug addicts.

The incidence of illness was highest in
southwest Idaho, which reported 97 of the
state’s 144 cases of syphilis from 2003 to
2005. The ages of the 97 patients ranged
from 15 to 81 years; 14 of the 97 patients
were aged 18 years or younger.

—Heidi Splete
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