
 

 

Straight Talk about Disinfectants 
 

 Disinfectants are available in many forms: one-step and two-step, ready-
to-use, and mixing-required types. Disinfectants are also available in sprays, 
wipes and soaks. Disinfectants are formulated using one of seven active base 
ingredients. Which disinfectant will get the job done efficiently and effectively 
depends on the application. To best answer these questions, a review of the 
seven active ingredients categories follows. 
 
Glutaraldehyde 
 
 A glutaraldehyde-based product is usually registered as both a disinfectant 
and a sterilant depending on the mode of application (spray, wipe, or soak). For 
sterilization, the instrument generally must be immersed for 10 or more hours. 
Contact times for disinfectants with Tuberculocidal claims usually start at 20 
minutes. Glutaraldehyde may react strongly, irritating the nose, eyes, and skin, 
and may cause allergic contact dermatitis. Some formulas of glutaraldehyde can 
be corrosive to certain metals. Based on the permissible exposure limit (PEL), it 
is 0.2ppm.  In accordance with OSHA’s PEL, glutaraldehyde products should not 
be sprayed. 
 
Phenol 
 
 Phenol-based products are registered as disinfectants and are the most 
commonly used. Required contact times are typically 10 minutes, although some 
phenol-based products have ONE-minute efficacy claims against HIV. Be aware 
that other microorganisms still require 10 minutes. According to the EPA 
(epa.gov/ttnuatwl.hlthet/phenol.html), phenol is “flammable, corrosive, and very 
toxic,” and “ingestion of even small amounts may cause vomiting, circulatory 
collapse, paralysis, convulsions, and coma.” Phenolics are commonly known to 
cause sinus and respiratory problems as well as headaches due to overexposure. 
Always use phenols in a well-ventilated area. Typically, phenols are a two-step 
process, first remove the gross filth, and then reapply to the specified contact kill 
time to the remaining pathogens. 
 
Sodium Hypochlorite (Bleach) 
 
 Bleach is a well-known antimicrobial and is effective under certain 
conditions. To be sold as an antimicrobial it must be EPA-registered. Because 
bleach reacts with (oxidizes) organic material such as blood, tissue, saliva, or 
microbes, the more organic material present, the more it has to oxidize. As a 
result, the ratio of organic material may be too high relative to the amount of 
bleach available. In other words, the amount of bleach in the mix may not be 
efficient enough to kill the targeted microorganisms. Due to the bleach’s 
reactivity potential it is corrosive and should not be used on certain metals. Odor 
is also an issue. Some manufacturers have used masking agents but the strong 

http://epa.gov/ttnuatwl.hlthet/phenol.html


chloride smell is still apparent. While bleach’s kill times are better than average, 
its odor and chemical instability are major drawbacks. Bleaches that are mixed 
may create potential problems in that the effectiveness of the product is placed 
in the hands of the person mixing and measuring the product. The bleach 
mixture’s effectiveness breaks down quickly once mixed and should be stored 
away from light to remain effective. Bleach mixtures have a shelf life of no 
longer than 48 hours. 
 
Sodium Bromide and Sodium Dichloroisocyanurate Dihydrate 
 
 Sodium bromide and sodium dichloroisocyanurate dihydrate (NaDCID) act 
on the same principle as bleach. They oxidize organic matter. When NaDCID is 
added to water, chloride is produced. Unless the water is free of organic 
material, the chloride then forms hypochlorous and hydrochloric acid. The acids 
are the ingredients that actually kill the microorganisms. A small amount of 
sodium hydroxide (lye) is also formed when either bleach or NaDCID is used. 
Sodium bromide reacts similarly and when added to water hypobromous acid is 
formed. Currently, only one product is registered with this ingredient 
combination. As with bleach, mixing is required and the issues of odor and 
instability arise. The effectiveness of this product is in the hands of the person 
mixing the product, especially the right amount of water per pellet is crucial. This 
product needs to be kept away from heat, moisture, and sunlight. 
 
Iodophores 
 
 Iodophores are registered as disinfectants. They are widely known to 
discolor surfaces, though newer formulations are less so. Iodophores have a 
relatively slow kill time (10 minutes and up), and most importantly, the dilutions 
and contact times are critical for efficacy. They must be discarded and remixed 
daily and may be inactivated by hard water. Staining, slow kill times, and the 
required handling and diluting of this product make this an outdated form of 
disinfecting. 
 
Hydrogen Peroxides 
 
 Hydrogen Peroxide based disinfectants are fairly new to the market.  This 
type of disinfectant has come into the news recently.  Researchers have found 
serious leakage and off-gassing problems with this type of disinfecting solution. 
It can cause serious irritation to the eyes, throat, and swelling around these 
areas. Irritating lesions on the hands and arms were also reported. In the areas 
the disinfectant was used, discoloration is being reported.  The use of an air 
respirator is strongly recommended when handling this type of disinfectant.  Air 
monitoring devices are recommended to monitor the level of toxic gas caused by 
the use of hydrogen peroxide disinfectants. 
 
 
 
 



Quaternary Ammonium Chlorides 
 
 Quaternary ammonium chloride products are registered by the EPA as 
disinfectants. There are numerous kinds and combinations of quats; all are 
known for having low toxicity and depending on the formula relatively fast 
contact times against a wide range of organisms. Generally, disinfectants that 
contain quats require a 10-minute contact time for most organisms, except HIV, 
which is typically one minute or less. Quat evolution is now in its fifth generation, 
which began in the 1930s. 
 
New Generation Quat/Alcohol Technology 
 
 Combining the new fifth generation quats with alcohol (either isopropanol 
or ethanol) resulted in even lower contact times (LESS time required to kill the 
target microbes). Faster kill times enable a surface to be disinfected quickly. Due 
to the presence of alcohol (which evaporates quickly and leaves little, if any, 
residue) it reduces the fear of cross-contamination. There are two types of 
quat/alcohol products, those with less than 40% alcohol and those with more 
than 40% alcohol. Faster kill times are obtained with the higher concentrate 
alcohol products. An excessive amount of quat (greater than 0.3%) causes 
staining and does not increase product performance. Quat products with higher 
alcohol contents generally are Tuberculocidal, whereas pure quat products and 
those with lower alcohol concentrations generally are not.   
 
Examples of high concentration, new generation quat/alcohol products are 
Palmero Health Care’s DisCide ULTRA Disinfecting Liquid, Spray, and Towelettes. 
All the DisCide line of products, have a one-minute or less contact time against a 
wide range of microbial pathogens. DisCide ULTRA has the same fast-acting 
formula for both of its disinfecting products. 
 
It is important that good hand hygiene follow protocol. Keep in mind that for 
hands to pick up microorganisms, these organisms were originally on a surface 
such as a computer, desk, chair, etc. These microorganisms have to be killed at 
the source and it can be done in one minute with the right product.  There has 
been great concern about the “Superbugs.” Ever think that maybe these 
“Superbugs” are being created because they are only partially being disinfected 
and have mutated as a form of self-preservation. In many healthcare 
environments, infections such as C. Difficile, MRSA, and gram-negative have 
begun to spiral out of control. Using the right disinfectant could save thousands 
of lives and even thousands more in lawsuits.  
 
When choosing a disinfectant it is important to determine the application and 
how much time you want to spend on disinfecting. No one has the time to put a 
stop watch on a product to ensure the surface is wet for the required contact 
time. If the product used is evaporating before the kill claim time is reached, the 
product is ineffective and isn’t doing its job. 
 



Read the label of the disinfectant carefully and completely. Some containers will 
say they kill x-germ in one-minute, while other types of germs can take three, 
five, or even ten minutes. Are you willing to put the responsibility on your staff to 
disinfect according to the label directions? This in turn puts the onus on the user 
to follow the directions and this could have detrimental results. Make sure any 
disinfectant product is registered with the EPA. Ask questions of the 
manufacturer, get copies of efficacy tests. It is for your protection. 
 
 
You “DisCide” which disinfectant is smarter to use: a one-minute, one-step 
disinfectant, or something else.  


