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Hand washing is crucial in reducing the risk of contracting the Coronavirus (CORVID-19) 
but many people with cognitive impairments and sensory difficulties can experience 
distress or struggle with the experience of hand washing. We’ve collated some advice 
for encouraging and improving hand washing. 

People with difficulties with Dementia can experience aversion to the smells, images, 
sounds and the tactile sensations of hand washing; have problems with balance, tone or 
co-ordinating their hand movements; not understand the step-by-step process of hand 
washing; or simply loose concentration and forget what they were doing. The following 
suggestions should be tailored to the specific challenges of the residents you are looking 
after. 

EXPLAINING THE PROCESS OF HAND WASHING 

Use an illustrated guide to the process of hand washing to explain each individual step 
and help the individual understand what to expect. The World Health Organisation has 
published a step-by step guide to cleaning hands which is on the next page.  
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https://www.who.int/gpsc/clean_hands_protection/en/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nbcnews.com%2Fbetter%2Flifestyle%2Fhow-wash-your-hands-properly-according-doctors-ncna1102746&psig=AOvVaw1r30ItaR6YRM6m6MSGic82&ust=1585905712114000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCOiDxKe1yegCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE
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WORLD HEALTH ORGANISATION ADVICE ON WASHING HANDS 

PROPERLY 

Washing your hands properly takes about as long as singing "Happy Birthday" twice,  

using the images below. 

 



 

(C) 2020 EDINBURGH BEHAVIOUR SUPPORT SERVICE         
NHS LOTHIAN 

HANDWASHING TIPS FOR PEOPLE WITH DEMENTIA  

 

3 

PROMPTING HAND WASHING 

You may need to prompt hand washing at all appropriate times, either verbally and/or by 
gesture (miming turning on a tap and rubbing hands together). It may help to have a 
handwashing poster or symbol on display by the sink. If required, you may need to 
physically help the individual to wash their hands. Remember to promptly give praise and 
acknowledgement each time. 

TACKLING SENSORY ISSUES WITH SOAP 

Find out if the individual has a preference for liquid soap or bars of solid soap. Find out if 
a particular smell is preferred or if they prefer unscented soap. Some people find it easier 
to manage soap when it is inside a fabric pouch so they only touch the soap suds and not 
the soap itself. An automatic soap dispenser which doesn’t require you to pump the soap 
may be helpful.  

WATER TEMPERATURE 

Assessing a safe water temperature may be difficult for some individuals and they will 
need assistance. Some people may find slightly warm water more tolerable than cold 
water. 

ANTIBACTERIAL HAND GEL 

If soap and water are really not an option or available, then use antibacterial hand gel. 
You may need to demonstrate how to use this and assist. Again, you may need to 
investigate whether scented or unscented ones, gel or spray ones are preferred. 

HAND LOTION 

Some people with dementia are distracted by the tactile sensation after they have 
washed their hands: investigate if this is eased by using a preferred hand lotion 
immediately afterwards. 

 

 

 

 

 

For more suggestions, support or if you have any questions about this information sheet 

please get in contact with the Edinburgh Behaviour Support Service on 0131 537 6044 or 

email us on EBSS@nhslothian.scot.nhs.uk 


