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HAND SANITISER: THE FACTS 

 

The best way to remove germs (viruses and bacteria) from the hands is by washing 

them with warm water and soap. Washing with soap and water ‘mechanically’ cleans 

the skin. 1 

 

When it is not possible or convenient to use soap and water hand sanitisers can be 

very useful. They do not remove germs from the skin like washing with soap – they 

kill them. 

 

Dirty hands should be washed well with soap and warm water before using hand   

sanitiser. The dirt and grease may stop the hand sanitiser from working very well. 2 

 

For hand sanitiser to work properly it is important to use at least a large bean-sized 

amount of hand sanitiser, coating all the skin of the hands including between the fin-

gers, and rubbing the hands together for 20-30 seconds. How long? Humming the 

rhyme ‘Happy Birthday’ twice does the trick here. 5, 6  

 

Remember, once the sanitiser has dried it does not kill germs. It is only when it is wet 

that it kills. Most people I see using hand sanitiser do not use a large enough amount, 

and do not rub their hands together for long enough! 

 

Hand sanitisers typically contain alcohol (ethanol or isopropyl alcohol) and they     

generally have between 50-70% alcohol in them. There are many different types of 

viruses and  bacteria and they react differently to different levels of alcohol. 

 

75-95% alcohol gives the best germ kill results against many different types of      

viruses like coronavirus and influenza virus 3 and bacteria. 4   Hand sanitiser containing 

75% alcohol effectively kills 99.99% of most viruses and bacteria. 

 

Check the hand sanitiser product you are buying to see how much alcohol it contains. 

Many do not say. If the concentration (%) of alcohol cannot be found on the bottle 

you need to look up the product on the manufacturers website or google it. Research 

before you buy if you can. 

 

Products with less than 60% alcohol, or the alcohol-free products, do not kill germs 

effectively in hand sanitisers. At best, they stunt their growth. And that is not helpful. 

 

Alcohol substitutes such as benzalkonium chloride are used in hand sanitiser products 
are simply not as efficient as alcohol-based sanitisers and do not work effectively in 
normal hand sanitiser use. 7  
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It is vital that we kill a wide range of germs when we use hand sanitiser because you 

don’t want to get sick from any of the other germs that may be on our hands.  If we 

are ill, it increases the likelihood of a more severe reaction to COVID-19. So, we need 

something that can kill broadly. That is important. An absolute minimum of 70%, but 

preferably 75%+ alcohol to ensure 99.99% kill rates. 

 

Making hand sanitiser at home, using urban recipes, can be downright dangerous if you 

use the wrong ingredients. Even if you don’t poison yourself, chances are you will end 

up with something that simply does not work very well. (More about DIY hand        

sanitisers and their pitfalls here.) 

 

Avoid methylated spirit. It is tempting to turn to any form of alcohol when attempting 

to make urban DIY hand sanitiser recipes. Don’t. Methylated spirit is poisonous and 

must not be used in hand sanitiser preparations.  

 

Alcohol has a very drying effect on the skin. Choose a hand sanitiser with added aloe 

vera or glycerine to help lessen the drying effect on the skin. 
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