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Disinfectant Wipes: Do They Work? (7/09) 
 
Williams GJ, Denyer SP, Hosein IK, Hill DW, Maillard JY. Limitations of the efficacy of surface disinfection in 
the healthcare setting. Infect Control Hosp Epidemiol 2009;30:570–573.  
 
The authors examined the efficacy of two commercially-available disinfectant wipes to clean and disinfect 
contaminated surfaces. First, they observed how individuals were using the wipes to clean and disinfect 
surfaces such as bed rails, monitors, tables, and keypads. Wipes were typically 
being applied up to 10 times on the same surface, and they were used on up to 
five different surfaces before being discarded. Then the authors replicated these 
practices using test organisms in their lab. Specifically, the testing evaluated the 
wipes for the ability to disinfect contaminated surfaces; the potential for transfer of 
bacteria to other wiped surfaces; and antimicrobial activity with repeated uses. 
The authors concluded that although wipes play a role in decreasing the 
number of pathogenic bacteria from contaminated surfaces, they can 
potentially transfer bacteria to other surfaces if they are reused. 
 
DECS Comment: This study highlights the ability of bacteria to survive on the disinfectant wipe and 
the potential for cross-contamination if the wipe is used on more than one surface. In the article the 
authors also recommended that a wipe not be used on more than one surface; that it only be used on 
a small area; and that it be discarded immediately after use to reduce cross-contamination. In 
addition to placing general product information (e.g., contact time, antimicrobial claims) in the 
product instructions, many manufacturers do provide information for using multiple wipes. This 
reinforces the importance of reading product labels and instructions. If used correctly, disposable 
cloth/paper disinfectant wipes are an effective choice for environmental asepsis in health-care 
settings. Just as when using a liquid disinfectant, the surface must be cleaned first and then 
disinfected. Therefore, to be effective it’s necessary to use at least two disinfectant wipes—one for 
cleaning and another for disinfecting the surface (“Wipe-Discard-Wipe”). Additionally, as this article 
points out, it may be necessary to use additional wipes depending on the number of surfaces/areas 
you are cleaning and disinfecting. 
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