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The global health care workforce is estimated to exceed 65 mil-
lion [1]. Broken down by cadre, this “stock” comprises 29.1 million
nurses, 12.7 million medical doctors, 3.7 million pharmacists, 2.5
million dentists, 2.2 million midwives, and 14.9 million in addi-
tional occupations, including cleaners and health care waste work-
ers. These numbers have not accounted for external contractors.
Each of these numbers represents a person requiring training and
education in infection prevention and control (IPC) to support the
overall safety and quality of health care delivery.

Training and education is identified as one of the least perform-
ing core components of IPC programs around the world at the na-
tional and facility level [2]. In 2016, the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) outlined evidence-based core components for IPC pro-
grams, emphasizing the importance of IPC education and train-
ing for all health and care workers. The recommendation advo-
cates for participatory team and task-based strategies, incorporat-
ing bedside and simulation training. These measures aim to mit-
igate health care-associated infections and combat antimicrobial
resistance [3]. A 2019 WHO global survey evaluated hand hygiene
programs across 3206 health care facilities in 90 countries, us-
ing the WHO hand hygiene self-assessment framework to gauge
progress. The findings showed an intermediate implementation
level of overall progress, with significant disparities according to
the income level of participating countries. Training and education
had a weighted median score of 75 (interquartile range 45-90). De-
spite a large proportion of health care facilities reporting regular
training, less than half made it mandatory and, similarly, only 1362
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(42.8%) of the 3182 reporting facilities had a designated budget for
educational initiatives [4].

The WHO links training directly to competence, specifically for
[PC-competent practitioners defining this as individuals capable of
applying their knowledge, skills, and abilities in professional and
personal growth. For IPC practitioners, WHO core competencies
also exist [5] and several countries and societies have developed
their own competency and education frameworks for health and
care workers, with a focus on IPC.

The world continues to experience many infectious threats, in-
cluding those in health care settings. Health care-associated infec-
tions continues to be among the most frequent adverse events oc-
curring in the context of health service delivery. For instance, 136
million cases of health care-associated antibiotic resistant infec-
tions occur worldwide every year [6]. Such drivers fueled the over-
whelming support for a global IPC strategy in 2023, approved by
all WHO member states at the World Health Assembly. The strat-
egy [7] was developed by involving representation from all three
(global, regional, and country) levels of the WHO and the IPC Task-
force, coordinated by the WHO, with a wider voice being included
from the areas of antimicrobial resistance; water, sanitation, and
hygiene (WASH); and patient safety. The guiding principles of this
strategy lie in a person-centered approach, ensuring the protection
of health and care workers and prioritizing patient safety, including
compassion. The strategy and its accompanying action plan feature
education and training as integral to achieving the outlined IPC
“vision 2030,” with the proposed interventions stated as proven
to be scalable and adaptable to local contexts. Specifically, one of
the eight strategic directions focuses on health and care workers’
knowledge on IPC, as well as addressing IPC curricula targeted at
different levels of competence.
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Table 1
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World Hand Hygiene Day, May 5, 2024—How target audiences can understand why knowledge on hand hygiene is still so important.

Target audience The question The answer

Health and care workers
IPC practitioners

Policy- and decision-makers
The public

Why is sharing
knowledge about hand
hygiene still so
important?

Because hand hygiene is a very effective way to keep people safe from infection.

Because understanding when and how to perform hand hygiene motivates action.

Because hand hygiene is a very cost-effective way to achieve your public health targets.

Because hand hygiene helps save lives—yours, a loved one’s, or those of the most vulnerable in society.

In 2009, the WHO issued the first global evidence-based Guide-
lines on Hand Hygiene in Health Care [8], which outlined the
importance of adopting a multimodal approach to improvement
and was accompanied by an associated guide to implementation
and toolkit, including a range of training materials, all reinforcing
WHO’s multimodal improvement strategy [9].

As an example from the toolkit, the “5 Moments for Hand Hy-
giene” health and care worker observation and feedback forms, as
outlined in the guide to implementation [10], essentially support
individual, targeted observations, and feedback, which are high-
lighted to be undertaken for training and educational purposes. To
improve the understanding of hand hygiene, it is recommended
that the results of these observations be presented to health and
care workers in a timely manner to encourage dialogue and pro-
mote capacity-building, safety culture, and trust. The final obser-
vation results should be shared with all relevant parties, such as
management or IPC committees, in accordance with local decision-
making processes, and should occur as soon as possible after data
collection to facilitate on-going knowledge building among every-
one involved—the target audiences for overall hand hygiene im-
provement.

Importantly, training of health and care workers is highlighted
as only one element of improvement, for example, training to clean
the hands without the provision of feedback on performance, as
described previously, is less effective. Ensuring an enabling envi-
ronment, including WASH services, reminders in the workplace,
and a supportive culture also form part of the multimodal strat-
egy and, when used together, are known to result in sustained im-
provement [11].

IPC and hand hygiene improvements do not exist in a silo.
Other key global health commitments, including the UN General
Assembly Resolution on WASH, waste, and electricity in health care
facilities in December 2023 and the forthcoming proposed resolu-
tions on maternal, newborn, and child health and antimicrobial re-
sistance in 2024, all call for increased investments and action in
IPC and, as such, support the IPC global strategy and action plan.

Since 2009, when WHO'’s global annual campaign, SAVE LIVES:
Clean Your Hands, was also launched and held every May 5
since, other tools aimed at supporting hand hygiene improve-
ment, including aspects of training, have been made available.
Most recently, an early release version of a novel serious game
set in the future involving aliens was launched in collabo-
ration with the WHO Academy to enhance training on hand
hygiene [12].

In 2024, the WHO global annual campaign, now called World
Hand Hygiene Day (WHHD), appropriately has the theme of “pro-
moting knowledge and capacity-building of health and care work-
ers through innovative and impactful training and education on
IPC, including hand hygiene”. A question-and-answer style cam-
paign approach was conceived to remind all target audiences that
hand hygiene is as important as ever and to combat campaign fa-
tigue. By presenting the theme as a question, people try to answer
it immediately before looking for an official response. They remain
engaged with the message and start to think rather than simply
ignore it. This also creates a vehicle for hyper-relevant responses
that “push the right buttons” for each audience group. Essentially,
this new approach has the potential to disrupt how different au-

diences interact with the campaign, with the intention of making
them think differently about WHHD in 2024.

WHO is calling on all IPC practitioners, health and care work-
ers, and policy- and decision-makers, alongside the public, to join
activities for and engage others in WHHD 2024, using the slogan
“Why is sharing knowledge about hand hygiene still so impor-
tant? Because it helps stop the spread of harmful germs in health
care.” [13] (Table 1). A range of resources in all United Nations lan-
guages are issued. The objectives are clear: to strengthen learning
approaches to enable implementation of innovative and effective
training and empower health and care workers to improve hand
hygiene and IPC at the point of care, with enhanced knowledge,
skills, and behaviors. In addition, the campaign will promote access
to innovative hand hygiene and IPC training resources for health
and care workers. At the same time, it raises awareness about the
importance of knowledge and learning about hand hygiene at the
right times to prevent a range of infectious diseases.

WHHD aims to continually raise awareness of the significance
of hand hygiene as one part of IPC in health care and to “bring
people together” every year in their efforts to improve hand hy-
giene practices worldwide. This day also represents an opportunity
for WHO to reaffirm its commitment to supporting countries and
health care facilities in improving hand hygiene.

Building knowledge is a simple yet noble campaign theme.
Around May 5, 2024, a new WHO IPC curriculum will be launched,
created in collaboration with leading in-country organizations and
IPC experts. Delving a little deeper, it is important to consider
the factors that influence knowledge building. This year’s theme
presents an opportunity to challenge everyone on what building
knowledge actually means to them. Once again, the world will
come together to focus on the importance of IPC and hand hygiene
and its contribution to safer, higher quality health care. Consider-
ing the 65 million plus health workers, it is no understatement
to suggest that effective training on hand hygiene plays a critical
role in the requisite behavior change that can help save millions of
lives. This ambition is at the very heart of WHHD 2024.
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