Handwashing – Vital for
Sustainable Development
For efforts to improve health and development to be the most successful, strategies
to promote and facilitate handwashing must be included. Handwashing with soap
has the potential to avert preventable deaths, improve healthcare outcomes,
and bolster progress in education, equity, and WASH to achieve the Sustainable
Development Goals.
Currently, national averages of access to soap and water in households range from
below 10% to nearly 100%.1 Even when facilities are available, handwashing is not
practiced as consistently and thoroughly as it needs to be. Globally, it is estimated
that 19% of people wash their hands after contact with excreta.2

Impact of Handwashing with Soap
Handwashing with soap can dramatically reduce the rates of common diseases
including pneumonia and diarrhea, two of the leading causes of child death. Effective
national handwashing behavior change programs can be expected to reduce diarrhea
and pneumonia caused by lack of handwashing by 25%.3 Consistent handwashing
with soap can also reduce the risks of disease outbreaks, which pose a critical threat
to progress made towards the SDGs.
Good hand hygiene is a simple, effective way to reduce the spread of healthcareassociated infections and prevent antimicrobial resistance.4,5 On average, only 40%
of healthcare workers (or fewer) adhere to recommended handwashing practices.6
Healthcare -associated infections affect an average of 1 in 10 patients each year;7 and
neonatal infections are responsible for approximately 25% of newborn
deaths worldwide.8
Handwashing with soap has been documented as a nutrition-sensitive intervention,
and can accelerate progress in improving maternal and child nutrition.9 Handwashing
prevents diarrheal diseases, which not only cause mortality, but limit the body’s
ability to absorb nutrition from food.10 Even when nutritious foods are available, lack
of handwashing limits the health and developmental impact of nutrition programs.
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A comprehensive strategy towards the SDGS
The integrated nature of the Sustainable Development Goals challenges practitioners and policy-makers to adopt strategies that
will lead to benefits across multiple areas. Hygiene is measured in target 6.2, but the effects of handwashing with soap can drive
progress across the 2030 agenda.
Hygiene matters not only for health—good hygiene removes barriers to education, nutrition, economic opportunity, and equity.
It supports efforts to improve education by reducing missed schooldays and preventing diseases that hinder critical child
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development. Failure to incorporate handwashing into water and sanitation programs
will dramatically limit the impact of such investments.

SDGs Affected by Handwashing:

Typically, vulnerable and disadvantaged populations bear the most severe
consequences from inequitable access to handwashing facilities and effective
handwashing promotion.11 This in turn contributes to inequities in global health,
nutrition, education, and economic outcomes.
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Access to soap and water alone will not deliver the health and development benefits
of handwashing. Handwashing behavior change efforts are critical to ensure
handwashing with soap becomes habitual and is practiced consistently at
critical times.
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Investment case for handwashing behavior change
Handwashing with soap is among the most cost-effective ways to improve health
and development outcomes. Research suggests that handwashing may be the
single most cost-effective strategy to reduce illness globally, and presents the best
value among common efforts to prevent diarrheal diseases.12 National handwashing
behavior change programs have been estimated to provide up to a 92-fold return on
investment.13 Effective handwashing with soap programming can lead to reduced
healthcare costs, as well as improved productivity and economic growth. Improved
handwashing practice also stands to improve the cost-effectiveness of investments in
water, sanitation, health systems, and more.
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Calls to Action
Handwashing holds enormous potential to improve health and development
outcomes. To ensure populations have access to these gains, decision makers must:
•

Monitor and report on progress to achieve SDG indicator 6.2.1: Proportion of
population using safely managed sanitation services, including a handwashing
facility with soap & water.

•

Ensure that schools, health facilities, and workplaces have access to handwashing
facilities (for example, through accreditation and building codes).

•

Promote and facilitate access to handwashing facilities in households.

•

Provide education on hygiene in schools. Incorporate training on hand hygiene
and infection prevention and control in health worker training strategies.

•

Implement contextually appropriate behavior-centered programs to establish and
engrain the habit of handwashing with soap at critical times.

•

Utilize best practice, such as incorporating enabling technologies, social norms,
and new applications of habit science, such as nudges.14

•

Incorporate handwashing in policies, strategies, and programs that seek to
achieve related SDGs.
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Learn More
The Global Handwashing
Partnership is a coalition of
organizations working to promote
hand-washing with soap as a pillar
of international development and
public health. Learn more on our
web site:
www.globalhandwashing.org
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