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Effective hand hygiene is one of the most important practices to prevent the spread of infectious
diseases, especially in healthcare settings, food preparation areas, and during personal routine
cleaning. Proper handwashing not only reduces the microbial load on the skin but also prevents the
transmission of pathogens that can cause illnesses such as influenza, COVID-19, norovirus, and
bacterial infections. A critical aspect of proper handwashing is the duration of scrubbing, which
ensures that germs are effectively removed from all surfaces of the hands and arms. This article
provides a comprehensive overview of how long hands and arms should be scrubbed during the
handwashing process, supported by guidelines from health authorities, scientific research, and
practical tips for optimal hygiene.

The Importance of Proper Handwashing Duration

Handwashing is a simple yet powerful tool in infection control. The duration of scrubbing directly
correlates with the effectiveness of removing dirt, grease, and microorganisms from the skin.
Inadequate handwashing can leave behind residual bacteria and viruses, increasing the risk of
contamination and disease transmission.

Why is the duration of handwashing critical?

- Ensures thorough removal of pathogens

- Reduces the risk of cross-contamination

- Enhances overall hygiene practices

- Complies with health and safety standards

Research indicates that the longer the handwashing process, the more effective it is at reducing

microbial presence. However, excessive scrubbing can cause skin irritation or damage, so it's
essential to find a balance that maximizes cleanliness while maintaining skin integrity.

Guidelines on Hand and Arm Scrubbing Duration

Various health organizations have established specific recommendations regarding the length of time
for handwashing to optimize microbial removal.



World Health Organization (WHO) Recommendations

The WHO advocates for a thorough hand hygiene process that includes:

- Wetting hands with clean, running water
- Applying enough soap to cover all hand surfaces
- Scrubbing all surfaces of hands and arms thoroughly

Recommended duration: At least 40-60 seconds for hands and forearms, especially in healthcare
settings or during outbreaks.

Key points:

- The WHO emphasizes scrubbing all parts of the hands, including palms, backs, between fingers,
under nails, and up to the forearms.

- For surgical hand antisepsis, the duration increases significantly, often up to 3-5 minutes, but this is
specific to medical procedures.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Guidelines

The CDC provides clear instructions for routine handwashing:

- Wet hands with water

- Apply soap

- Rub hands vigorously for at least 20 seconds
- Rinse well

- Dry with a clean towel or air dry

Note: The CDC recommends a minimum of 20 seconds for routine handwashing, but for more
thorough cleaning, especially in healthcare, longer scrubbing is advised.

Special considerations:

- For visibly soiled hands, scrubbing for at least 40-60 seconds is recommended.
- When hands are not visibly dirty, alcohol-based hand sanitizers can be used as an alternative.

Why Is 20 Seconds Not Always Enough?

While the CDC's minimum of 20 seconds is sufficient for general purposes, some situations demand
longer scrubbing times:

- Handling raw meat or dealing with visibly dirty hands

- During outbreaks of highly contagious diseases

- In healthcare settings before and after patient contact

- After exposure to bodily fluids or contaminated surfaces



Extending handwashing time to 40-60 seconds enhances the removal of resistant germs like
Clostridium difficile spores or Norovirus.

Effective Techniques for Hand and Arm Scrubbing

Proper technique is as important as duration. Here are the steps to ensure comprehensive cleaning:
Step-by-step handwashing process:

1. Wet hands and arms thoroughly with clean, running water.

2. Apply enough soap to cover all hand surfaces.

3. Rub palms together vigorously.

4. Interlace fingers and scrub between them.

5. Back of hands should be scrubbed with the opposite palm.

6. Scrub under nails using a nail brush or the opposite thumb.

7. Clean wrists and forearms, up to the elbows if necessary.

8. Scrubbing duration: At least 20 seconds, but ideally 40-60 seconds for thorough cleaning.
9. Rinse thoroughly under running water.

10. Dry hands and arms using a clean towel or air dryer.

Special tips:

- Use a nail brush or a soft scrub pad to clean under nails.
- Pay attention to creases and folds of skin.
- For medical procedures, follow sterile techniques and longer scrubbing times.

Additional Considerations for Hand and Arm Hygiene

While duration is crucial, other factors contribute to optimal hand hygiene:

- Use of soap and water versus hand sanitizer: Soap and water are preferred when hands are visibly
dirty or greasy. Hand sanitizers with at least 60% alcohol are effective in reducing microbes but less
so on soiled hands.

- Frequency of handwashing: Wash hands regularly, especially after using the restroom, before
eating, after coughing or sneezing, and after touching potentially contaminated surfaces.

- Skin health: Use moisturizers to prevent skin irritation from frequent washing.

- Proper drying: Wet hands can transfer germs more easily; always dry thoroughly.



Summary: How Long Should Hands and Arms Be
Scrubbed?

| Context | Recommended Duration | Notes |

| Routine handwashing (CDC) | Minimum 20 seconds | For hands without visible dirt |

| Hands visibly soiled or contaminated | 40-60 seconds | Especially in healthcare or during outbreaks |
| Surgical hand antisepsis | 2-5 minutes | As per surgical protocol, often longer |

| Outbreak control or high-risk environments | Up to 60 seconds or more | To maximize microbial
removal |

In conclusion, during the handwashing process, hands and arms should be scrubbed for a total of at
least 20 seconds for routine purposes, but extending this to 40-60 seconds provides a more thorough
cleaning, especially in situations involving visible dirt or high infection risk.

Final Tips for Effective Hand and Arm Hygiene

- Always wash for the recommended time for the situation.

- Follow proper technique to cover all areas.

- Use soap and water when hands are visibly dirty; hand sanitizer when they are not.
- Dry thoroughly to prevent microbial transfer.

- Educate others on the importance of adequate handwashing duration.

Proper hand hygiene is a simple yet vital practice that can significantly reduce the spread of
infectious diseases. Ensuring hands and arms are scrubbed for sufficient time—ideally 40-60
seconds—can make a substantial difference in protecting yourself and others from harmful
pathogens.

Remember: Effective handwashing saves lives. Practice it diligently and always adhere to
recommended durations for optimal health and safety.

Frequently Asked Questions

During the handwashing process, hands and arms should be
scrubbed for a total of how many seconds?

At least 20 seconds.



Why is it important to scrub hands and arms for a full 20
seconds during handwashing?

To effectively remove germs, dirt, and contaminants from the skin and prevent the spread of
infections.

What is the recommended duration for scrubbing hands and
arms in healthcare settings?

A minimum of 20 seconds.

Does scrubbing hands and arms for less than 20 seconds meet
proper hand hygiene standards?

No, it does not meet the recommended guidelines for effective hand hygiene.

Are there specific techniques to ensure proper scrubbing
during handwashing?

Yes, including covering all surfaces of hands and arms, including under nails and between fingers, and
scrubbing thoroughly for the full duration.

How can healthcare workers ensure they scrub for the
recommended time during handwashing?

By using a timer or counting slowly to 20 seconds, and following proper hand hygiene protocols.

Is the 20-second rule for scrubbing hands and arms applicable
to all settings, including food service and general cleaning?

Yes, the 20-second guideline is widely recommended across various settings to ensure effective hand
hygiene.

Additional Resources

During The Handwashing Process Hands And Arms Should Be Scrubbed For A Total Of How Many
Seconds is a common question among healthcare professionals, food service workers, and anyone
committed to maintaining optimal hygiene standards. Proper hand hygiene is a cornerstone of
infection prevention and control, serving as a crucial barrier against the spread of germs, bacteria,
and viruses. While the importance of thorough handwashing is universally recognized, understanding
the precise duration needed for scrubbing hands and arms can often be confusing. This article
provides an in-depth guide to the recommended handwashing duration, the science behind it, and
best practices to ensure maximum effectiveness.



The Importance of Proper Handwashing Duration

Handwashing is a simple yet powerful method to prevent disease transmission. According to the
World Health Organization (WHO) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), effective
hand hygiene significantly reduces the risk of acquiring and spreading infectious diseases, including
COVID-19, influenza, norovirus, and bacterial infections like Salmonella and E. coli.

However, the effectiveness of handwashing is not solely dependent on the act of washing but critically
hinges on how long hands and arms are scrubbed. Insufficient scrubbing may leave behind harmful
microorganisms, while overly brief washing might not be effective enough to eliminate pathogens
thoroughly.

CDC and WHO Recommendations on Handwashing Duration
CDC Guidelines

The CDC emphasizes that hands should be scrubbed with soap and water for at least 20 seconds to
effectively remove dirt, grease, and microbes. This duration is considered sufficient for routine
handwashing in most settings.

> "Scrub your hands for at least 20 seconds, making sure to clean all surfaces, including backs of
hands, between fingers, under nails, and wrists." — CDC

WHO Guidelines

The WHO recommends a similar duration, noting that hand hygiene should involve thorough
scrubbing for at least 20-30 seconds. Their protocol highlights the importance of covering all parts of
the hands and forearms during this time.

> "Perform hand hygiene by washing all surfaces of the hands and forearms for at least 20-30
seconds." — WHO

Why 20 Seconds?

Numerous studies have shown that a 20-second scrub significantly reduces microbial load on the skin.
It provides enough time to loosen and remove dirt, grease, and microbes that are often embedded in
skin creases, under nails, and in other hard-to-reach areas.

Extending the Duration: When and Why?

While 20 seconds is the standard recommendation, certain circumstances may warrant longer
scrubbing times:

- Contamination with visible dirt or bodily fluids

- Post-exposure to infectious agents like norovirus, Clostridioides difficile, or Ebola
- Working in healthcare settings with high-risk patients

- Handling raw meat, seafood, or poultry in food service



In such cases, extending handwashing duration to 40-60 seconds can ensure more effective removal
of stubborn pathogens.

Hands and Arms: Why Is Scrubbing Up To The Elbows Important?

In many professional settings, particularly healthcare, handwashing extends beyond just the hands to
include the forearms and, in some protocols, up to the elbows. The reason is that bacteria and viruses
can reside in skin folds, under nails, and on hair follicles, which are more prevalent in these areas.

For Healthcare Settings

Healthcare workers are often required to perform surgical hand antisepsis or extended handwashing
protocols, which involve scrubbing the hands and arms for a total of 2 to 3 minutes. This rigorous
process aims to eliminate transient flora and reduce the resident microbial load to a minimal level
before procedures.

For Food Handlers

In food safety, emphasis is placed on washing hands and forearms thoroughly to prevent cross-
contamination, especially when handling raw ingredients and ready-to-eat foods.

The Science Behind the 20-Second Rule

Multiple microbiological studies have tested the efficacy of different handwashing durations. Key
findings include:

- Microbial load decreases exponentially with scrubbing time.

- 20 seconds of scrubbing can remove up to 90-99% of transient bacteria.

- Longer scrubbing times increase microbial reduction, especially for resistant pathogens.

A landmark study published in the Journal of Hospital Infection demonstrated that handwashing for

less than 10 seconds left significant bacterial contamination, whereas 20 seconds provided a marked
reduction.

Step-by-Step Guide to Proper Hand And Arm Scrubbing

To maximize hygiene effectiveness, follow these steps:

1. Wet Hands and Arms

- Use clean, running water to thoroughly wet hands, wrists, and forearms.
2. Apply Soap

- Use enough soap to create a good lather that covers all surfaces.



3. Scrub Hands and Arms

- Duration: Minimum of 20 seconds.

- Technique:

- Rub palms together.

- Interlace fingers and scrub between them.

- Clean the backs of hands and fingers.

- Scrub under nails using a nail brush or fingertips.

- Include wrists and forearms, especially in healthcare or food safety settings.
- For extended protocols, scrub up to the elbows.

4. Rinse Thoroughly
- Use clean, running water to rinse all soap and dislodged microbes.
5. Dry Completely

- Use a clean towel or paper towel.
- In healthcare settings, use single-use towels to prevent recontamination.

Tips for Effective Hand and Arm Scrubbing

- Avoid touching contaminated surfaces during drying.

- Use a nail brush or scrubber to clean under nails if necessary.

- Don't forget to scrub the wrists and forearms if protocols specify.

- Use alcohol-based hand sanitizer if soap and water are unavailable, but note that sanitizers are less
effective against certain pathogens like C. difficile spores.

Summary: How Many Seconds Should You Scrub?

- For routine handwashing: At least 20 seconds of scrubbing hands and wrists.

- For extended hand and arm hygiene in healthcare or high-risk scenarios: 40-60 seconds or more,
covering hands, wrists, and forearms.

- In surgical or sterile procedures: Up to 2-3 minutes of scrubbing, focusing on all skin surfaces up to
the elbows.

Final Thoughts

The question, "During the handwashing process, hands and arms should be scrubbed for a total of
how many seconds," underscores the importance of timing in effective hygiene practices. While 20
seconds is the minimum standard for routine handwashing, context-specific scenarios demand longer
durations. Ensuring adherence to these guidelines can dramatically reduce the risk of infection
transmission, safeguarding health in both clinical and everyday environments.

Practicing proper hand and arm scrubbing—paying attention to duration, technique, and coverage—is



a simple but powerful tool in disease prevention. Remember, when in doubt, longer is better—so
invest those extra seconds to protect yourself and others.
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