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It's time to clean up our act on home hygiene: embedding Targeted 

Hygiene for health resilience. 

  

This issue is set out in a new document prepared by The UK Royal Society for Public Health 
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(RSPH) together with the International Scientific Forum on Home Hygiene (IFH), which 

evaluates these issues and sets out constructive policy recommendations for change.[1]  

 

 

The reasons why change is needed 

are clear. In 2019 the UK action plan 

to tackle AMR by reducing antibiotic 

prescribing, stated “when it comes to 

preventing infectious disease, 

government can only do so much – 

the public has a huge role to play". In 

2020 this became a reality when 

governments worldwide found 

themselves trying to  
 

 

control a pandemic in the absence of absence of effective vaccines or antimicrobial drugs. 

Now, in 2023, facing the combined burden of COVID-19, influenza, Streptococcus A and 

norovirus infections, public commitment to practicing good hygiene is key to ensure pressure 

on the NHS remains manageable. Without action to improve public hygiene understanding and 

hygiene, pressure on health services will continue to increase, as the population who need to 

shield, because of heightened vulnerability to infection due to ageing and health conditions, 

increases. 

 

The pandemic also showed that the importance of hygiene extends beyond the home into 

workplaces, schools, public transport, hospitality etc.  As we left lockdown it was clear that 

“COVID security” depended on the public practising good hygiene in public places.[2] This is 

endorsed by an All-Party Parliamentary Group for the UK Cleaning & Hygiene Industry in their 

recent Report [3]. 

 

The IFH/RSPH report includes a poll carried out in England (April 2022) which shows how the 

pandemic has changed public opinions on the importance of hygiene, putting us in a much 

better position to achieve hygiene behaviour change. Whilst this is encouraging, the poll 

showed significant shortcomings in public understanding of how hygiene differs from 

cleanliness and how to practice effective, time-efficient hygiene which is a significant barrier to 

change.  



 

 

The report argues that, to 

take advantage of heightened 

awareness to achieve 

change, we must adopt the 

user-centred risk 

management framework 

known as Targeted Hygiene, 

which views hygiene from the 

individual’s point of view:  

communicating hygiene actions in their natural sequence: identifying those 

moments when hygiene is important; highlighting where action is needed and 

identifying how to practise hygiene in each case.[4]  Visualising risks and how to deal with 

them, rather than relying on messages like “wash your hands frequently” without guidance on 

when and why to do so, it teaches practical skills and builds understanding of hygiene, 

enabling easy adaptation to various infectious disease risks. 

The paper identifies issues that must be addressed to develop public hygiene behaviour that 

meets ongoing needs:  

1. The separate aspects of hygiene (food safety, healthcare, AMR, pandemic 

preparedness) must be unified into an approach which recognises they are all governed 

by the same microbiological principles and communicated in a user-centred manner. 

2. Hygiene behaviour policies must be based on a Microbial Risk Management that 

focuses on reducing population exposure to harmful microbes. 

3. Despite high awareness of importance of hygiene, people have poor understanding of 

the nature of infection routes and risks they encounter.Getting behaviour change 

depends on communicating hygiene in a manner which builds understanding, and 

dispels current myths and misunderstandings. 
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A review: Developing resilience against the threat of infectious 

diseases and anti-microbial resistance: putting Targeted Hygiene 

into practice in home and everyday lives.  

 

 

This new publication by Dr Sally 

Bloomfield and  Dr Lisa Ackerley 

published in Public Health in Practice 

reviews the evidence base supporting 

the recommendations and calls to 

action by RSPH and IFH set out 

above.  It summarizes the evidence 

showing why we need a risk 

management, user-focused approach, 

and why changing public 

understanding of hygiene and  
 

adopting effective behaviour change models is fundamental to getting behaviour change etc. 

 

In reality – the review is a synthesis of the work carried out by IFH and our partners over the 

last 25 years and represents the combined knowledge and expertise of over 30 global experts 

in different aspects of hygiene in home and everyday life settings who have supported the 

work of IFH over this time. This work is set out in more detail in  consensus reviews prepared 

in 2018 and 2021 [1,2]. The paper also draws on other expert reviews pertinent to this issue [3-

7], including in health behaviour change [8-10] and new data obtained through polling to 
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evaluate public understanding of hygiene [11-13]. These insights are brought together to 

propose a policy for effective and sustainable public hygiene behaviour change. 

 

A key argument in the paper is that developing HEDL hygiene behaviour that meets current 

and future needs an acceptance that infection control guidelines formulated for clinical settings 

(e.g., deep cleaning, glove wearing) are not necessarily appropriate or effective in everyday life 

settings. Rather than focusing on zero tolerance (elimination of pathogen), as demanded in 

clinical settings to protect staff and patient, HEDL hygiene requires a risk management 

approach aimed at reducing population infection risk to an acceptable level. 

 

The core principle of risk management is that a hazard (harmful microbes) may be present on 

hands, surfaces or in the air, but whether this poses a risk to health depends on the probability 

of being exposed to them. This being the case, rather than trying to eliminate harmful 

microbes, impossible in everyday life settings, hygiene advice should focus on reducing 

exposure: those not exposed to microbes cannot become infected. By using risk modelling, 

including quantitative risk modeling, this allows us to identify times and places where 

pathogens represent a significant risk, and importantly differentiating places where removal by 

cleaning and/or disinfection has little impact. 

 

Progressively risk management is being accepted as a practical, evidence-based approach to 

developing public health measures, particularly those requiring a multibarrier approach.  This 

issue has been highlighted during the pandemic. In a recent paper by Prof Greenhalgh and 

colleagues “Adapt or die: how the pandemic made the shift from Evidence-Based Medicine to 

Evidence-Based Medicine + more urgent" [14], they argue that “While RCTs are important, 

exclusion of other study designs and evidence sources has been particularly problematic in a 

context where rapid decision making is needed in order to save lives and protect health. It is 

time to bring in a wider range of evidence and a more pluralist approach to defining what 

counts as ‘high-quality’ evidence.” 
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