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Nudges in the restroom: How hand-washing can be
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Abstract
Using a field experiment, we demonstrate how hand-washing, an important public health behavior, can be
impacted by environmental cues. We examine hand-washing behavior in public restrooms on the campus of
a medium-sized university. We measure the impact of how two “nudges”, in the form of visual cues, impact
hand-washing. One inexpensive visual cue (arrow-shaped stickers on the floor of the restroom pointing from the
toilets to the sink) increases hand-washing by up to 15%.
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Introduction
Although the health hazards of “dirty hands” are widely known
today, regular hand-washing is far from universal, with one
study indicating that a mere 5 percent of Americans wash their
hands in line with the Centers for Disease Control’s standards
(Borchgrevink, Cha, and Kim, 2013). Low hand-washing
rates contribute to the spread of infectious diseases (Liu et
al., 2016), raising health care costs and reducing employee
productivity from missed or sick work. In the developing
world, improper hand hygiene is the root of more than half
of preventable child deaths associated with diarrhea (Curtis
and Cairncross, 2003) and respiratory infections, which kill
more than 3.5 million children annually (CDC, 2012). Even
healthcare workers regularly fail to wash their hands as often as recommended (Sharir, Teitler, Lavi, and Raz, 2001;
Whitby, McLaws, and Ross, 2006), and these poor handwashing habits are estimated to be the most frequent culprit
for the 80,000 Americans per year who die from hospitalinduced infections (Boyce, 1999).
Lack of resources and knowledge has been implicated as
the source of low hand-washing rates in the developing world,
yet neither of these factors explain why hand-washing rates
are so low in a developed country like the United States, and
why they are significantly lower than recommended among
well-educated health professionals. Instead of imposing rules
to force behavior in a particular direction, creating subtle
mechanisms that gently push people to freely choose a socially desirable outcome can be more effective and less cost
prohibitive.
Hence, in designing an intervention to increase hand washing, we adopt the approach of Thaler and Sunstein (2009).

They argue for designing the individual’s choice architecture
to induce behavioral change (i.e., use a “nudge”). The simpler the nudge, the more easily deployable and generalizable
it can be. Understanding low-cost, easily replicable nudges
that impact human behavior in predictable ways is an area
ripe for exploration in the domain of hand-washing behavior, and it is one that finds clear backing from the field of
behavioral economics. We build on the burgeoning literature
on “nudges”, and use two environmental cues in an attempt
to influence hand-washing behavior. The data from our field
experiment shows that one cheap, easy to implement tactic (a
strong visual cue) is effective.

Literature review
It is well established that hand-washing is a beneficial practice.
For example, the US Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has
issued numerous documents encouraging hand-washing and
making recommendations as to how to wash one’s hands
(CDC, 2012). What is less clear is how often people wash
their hands and what factors can encourage them to wash
more often. Given the importance of the topic, the academic
literature on hand-washing is fairly large. Before delving into
the topic, we first address the issue of measurement.
Measurement of hand-washing
How can we measure hand-washing rates? Ellingson et al.
(2014) outline four main types of hand-wash monitoring approaches: those involving technology systems, self-reporting,
direct observation, and product volume measurement. Technology systems can provide detailed data on hand-washing
behavior, but major concerns arise regarding subject privacy.

