
FACT SHEET 

Handwashing
Clean hands save lives! 

The most important thing you can do to 
prevent the spread of illness is wash your 
hands thoroughly and often. Children need 
help to ensure they are washing their hands 
correctly. 

How should I wash my hands? 

Follow these five steps every time: 

1. Wet your hands with clean, running water 
(warm or cold), turn off the tap, and apply 
soap. 

2. Lather your hands by rubbing them 
together with the soap. Lather the backs 
of your hands, between your fingers, and 
under your nails. 

3. Scrub your hands for at least 20 seconds.  
Need a timer? Hum the "Happy Birthday" 
song from beginning to end twice. 

4. Rinse your hands well under clean, 
running water. 

5. Dry your hands using a clean towel or air 
dry them. 

Precautions in Public Restrooms 

If the towel dispenser has a handle, be sure to 
roll the paper down before you wash your 
hands, so you don't need to touch the handle 
again with your freshly cleaned hands. For 
hand-held faucets, turn off the water using a 
paper towel instead of your newly washed 
hands. Open the door to the bathroom with a 
paper towel and then throw it away. 

When should I wash my hands? 

• Before, during, and after preparing food 
• Before you eat or drink 
• Before and after caring for someone at 

home who is sick with vomiting or diarrhea 
• Before and after treating a cut or wound 
• After using the toilet 
• After changing diapers or cleaning a child 

who has used the toilet 
• After blowing your nose, coughing, or 

sneezing 
• After touching an animal, animal feed, or 

animal poop 
• After handling pet food or pet treats 
• After touching garbage 

This fact sheet is for informational purposes only and is not intended as a substitute for consultation 
with a health care provider. For more information visit the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention website. 
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