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Abstract:   
                   
                  Hand washing remains a fundamental element of the nursing 
practice and a key determinant of patient safety in all health care settings. 
Although its relevance was proven as far back as the mid-19th century 
through the works of Ignaz Semmelweis, the evidence today continues to 
prove that it is vital in healthcare-associated infections prevention. The 
development of a nursing theory on hand washing offers an opportunity 
to integrate history, behavioural constructs and the environment in a 
unified framework to explain and guide hand hygiene practices. This 
paper examines the development of hand washing in nursing, considers 
existing theories that relate to hygiene and infection control, and 
considers the conceptual elements that are required for theorizing hand 
washing as a nursing-specific behaviour. Drawing on behavioural models, 
institutional perspectives and empirical research findings on compliance, 
the suggested theory emphasizes the interaction between knowledge, self-
efficacy and motivation or environmental support and institutional 
culture in adopting effective hand hygiene behaviour. It further highlights 
technique quality as an intermediary variable between hand washing 
frequency and infection control outcome. The significance of this 
theoretical development is that it can be applied to nursing education, 
policy formulation, and clinical intervention design.  
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Introduction 
Hand washing has long been an established part of the nursing profession and its importance 
lies in its past and present healthcare practices. The importance of the practice increased in 
the mid-19th century when a doctor named Ignaz Semmelweis proved that washing hands 
could drastically reduce the maternal mortality rate in obstetric wards, and with this laid the 
foundation of current infection prevention strategies. In the field of nursing, hand washing is 
not just a procedural task but an intrinsic part of professional responsibility, ensuring that 
nurses reduce the transmission of pathogens to the patients, colleagues, and themselves 
(Neto et al., 2022). Over the years, the focus on hand hygiene has shifted from cleanliness to 
evidence-based procedures that are an integral part of patient safety and quality of care in all 
healthcare settings. 
The importance of hand hygiene in preventing infections is a crucial one which cannot be 
overstated. Effective hand washing breaks the spread of microorganisms that cause 
healthcare-associated infections (HAIs), which continue to be a major problem in developed 
and developing countries (Akinsulie et al., 2024). Studies have shown that compliance with 
proper hand hygiene lowers the incidence of infections like sepsis, respiratory diseases and 
gastrointestinal diseases in hospitalized patients (Nzanga et al., 2022; Kamara et al., 2023). 
Strains between pediatric/neonatal care units have shown significant improvements in 
patient outcome with careful use of hand hygiene protocols, it would seem that adhering to 
such protocols is pivotal in achieving safe delivery of care to vulnerable populations 
(Dramowski et al., 2023; Németh et al., 2022). Moreover, hand washing helps to protect 
nurses and other healthcare workers from occupational exposure to infectious agents and 
contributes to overall health and efficiency in the workforce (Martos-Cabrera et al., 2019). 
Hand hygiene is intrinsically related to patient care and safety, and it directly affects the 
quality of clinical outcomes. The integration of hand washing into nursing routines supports 
the evidence-based practice and promotes a culture of safety, where both patients and 
healthcare providers are protected against such insults of preventable infection (Fudolig et 
al., 2025). By reducing HAIs, hand hygiene practices help to reduce hospital stays, healthcare 
costs, and patient satisfaction. Furthermore, adherence protocols to hand washing practices 
which include training and ongoing monitoring serves to consolidate the culture of 
professional accountability and ethical responsibility in nursing practice (Ntaote et al., 2024; 
Linnik et al., 2024). 
The goal of this term paper is to discuss the evolution of nursing theory related to hand 
washing, how conceptual frameworks and empirical evidence are used in nursing practice. 
The objectives include review of literature published over time and today, analyze the 
relationship between hand hygiene and patient safety, find the theoretical constructs that can 
be used to guide the systematic implementation of hand washing. This study is significant 
because it aims to fill the gap between knowledge and practice, and that it will serve as a basis 
for theorization for improving nursing education, the formulation of policies, and clinical 
intervention. 
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Both the practical and conceptual aspects of hand washing in the context of nursing practice 
are covered by the scope of the study. It takes evidence from the many healthcare settings, 
such as hospitals, community clinics and educational institutions, to look at patterns of 
adherence, problems of adherence and solutions for improvements. 
 
Literature Review 
Historical Development for Hand Washing in Healthcare 
Hand washing as a protocol in healthcare practice has evolved over centuries, dictated mostly 
by the need to minimize infection and death rates. Historically, the concept of hand hygiene 
has not been recognized systematically until mid-19th century with shocking high number of 
healthcare-associated infections. A Hungarian doctor, Ignaz Semmelweis, noticed that the 
number of cases of puerperal fever could be drastically reduced if doctors would wash their 
hands with chlorinated solution and then attend to patients, especially in maternity wards. 
This observation was the starting point of scientific knowledge on hand hygiene in clinical 
settings (Akinsulie et al., 2024). The practice became more standardized over the years with 
the advent of antiseptic techniques and finally with more global infection control guidelines 
promoted by organizations such as the World Health Organization (WHO). Despite initial 
backlash because of cultural and institutional idleness, hand washing slowly became an 
accepted standard of patient safety/infection prevention. Recent studies highlight that the 
lessons from the past stemming from Semmelweis' work remain relevant in the modern 
healthcare practice, with adherence to proper hand hygiene being crucial not only for 
healthcare workers but also for the outcome of patients in hospitals as well as in the 
community health environment (Neto et al., 2022; Martos-Cabrera et al., 2019). 
Understanding this history helps put into perspective how important it is to continually 
education and support the concept of hand hygiene as it is practiced in nursing settings today. 
Key Contributors and Pioneers 
The evolution of hand hygiene in the healthcare industry has been dramatically influenced by 
those pioneers whose observations built the model for what nursing practices are today. 
Ignaz Semmelweis is recognized by all as the "father of hand hygiene" because of his 
groundbreaking work in the 1840s. He showed that the transfer of puerperal fever from one 
mother to another could be reduced to a minimum if doctors washed their hands with 
antiseptic solutions before attending deliveries. Semmelweis had found resistance among the 
medical community despite his findings, exemplifying the difficulty in bridging the 
knowledge/know how-gap to practice (Akinsulie et al, 2024). Other contributors include 
Florence Nightingale who stressed on the importance of cleanliness and hygiene of the 
hospital environment during the Crimean War which linked sanitary practices to a lowering 
in the rate of infection. In the last decades, researchers like Neto et al. (2022) and Martos-
Cabrera et al. (2019) have built upon this baseline research by assessing hand hygiene 
adherence of nurses and working on educational strategies that can be used to enhance hand 
hygiene compliance. These contributors collectively highlight the interaction between 
empirical observation, clinical advocacy and an organized training in the incorporation of 
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hand hygiene into the core of nursing responsibility. Their work demonstrates the power of 
individual initiative and evidence-based advocacy as a means of changing healthcare 
practices and providing theoretical frameworks for guiding current practices in infection 
control and for nursing theory development. 
Overview of Available Nursing Theories Pertaining to Hygiene and Infection Control 
Nursing theories are structured ways of understanding the relationship between hygiene 
practices and patient outcomes. Florence Nightingale's Environmental Theory is one of the 
original ways or theories of concepts relating the cleanliness and sanitation to the prevention 
of infections and health recovery. According to Nightingale, environmental management, 
including hand hygiene, was vital to the good of the patient (Akinsulie et al., 2024). 
Contemporary theories, such as Health Belief Model and Multi-Theory Model (MTM) of health 
behaviour, have been used to apply to hand hygiene education and compliance among nurses 
and students (Fudolig et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2020). These models focus on perceived 
susceptibility to infection, benefits of preventive behavior and self-efficacy in ensuring 
adherence to the hygiene protocols. Empirical studies suggest that in fact, the combination of 
such theoretical frameworks into hand hygiene training programmes helps to increase 
knowledge retention, behavioural intention, and actual compliance rates (Linnik et al., 2024; 
Németh et al., 2022). The synthesis of traditional nursing theories and behavioral models 
gives a holistic view of hygiene-related behavior and the relationship of cognitive and 
environmental factors to practical nursing interventions. This theoretical foundation provides 
empirical backing for the construction of a specific nursing theory on hand washing as a 
prevention measure and a crucial nursing competency for patient safety and public health 
(Martos-Cabrera et al., 2019; Neto et al., 2022). 
Current Trends and Evidence Based Practices in Hand Hygiene 
Contemporary hand hygiene practices in healthcare are based upon evidence-based protocols 
that are intended to reduce the risks of infection. The World Health Organization and other 
international health bodies have devised standardized hand hygiene techniques, stressing 
important moments to wash the hands as well as using alcohol-based solutions (Dramowski 
et al., 2023; Saveanu et al., 2022). Studies in low- and middle-income countries point to some 
of the challenges and issues that include resource constraints, insufficient training, and 
fluctuating compliance among nurses and healthcare workers (Kamara et al., 2023; Nzanga et 
al., 2022). However, multimodal interventions which encompass education, reminders, audits 
and feedback have been found to be effective in improving adherence to hand hygiene 
protocol (Wu et al., 2022; Dramowski et al., 2023). Additionally, students and professionals in 
nursing can be facilitated through research to improve self-efficacy and to develop habitual 
compliance by integrating the social cognitive theory and behavioral models in hand hygiene 
education (Fudolig et al., 2025; Linnik et al., 2024). Current trends are also towards 
technology-based monitoring, continuous improvement programs in quality and 
contextualized interventions to address local barriers to compliance (Singh & Barnard 2023; 
Neto et al. 2022). These evidence-based practices reflect a change, which has moved from the 
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advocacy of cleanliness to systematic and theory-informed strategies that strengthen hand 
hygiene as a critical component of safe nursing practice. 
Conceptual Framework 
Definition of Relevant Concepts 
Hand washing is a basic infection prevention practice that is defined as the mechanical 
removal of microorganisms from hands by usage of soap, water or alcohol based 
formulations. It plays a significant role in the reduction of HAIs, by breaking the transmission 
of pathogens between healthcare workers and patients. Studies have continually shown that 
hand hygiene is the most effective and cost-efficient way of preventing and spreading 
infectious diseases throughout healthcare environments (Akinsulie et al., 2024). Hygiene, in 
this context, is a much wider concept of behaviors designed to maintain cleanliness to 
maintain health, especially by engaging in such practices as routine hand cleansing and skin 
care to prevent morbidity from microbial colonization. This conceptualization is consistent 
with results that improper skin hygiene affects the quality of microbial load control and 
therefore the risk of infection (Akinsulie et al., 2024). Infection prevention is a term that 
incorporates evidence-based strategies used to reduce the occurrence of infections in clinical 
and community settings. It contains standardised protocols such as the WHO's "Five Moments 
for Hand Hygiene" which have been widely embedded in nursing education and practice. 
Empirical studies show that better knowledge and attitudes for hand hygiene are associated 
with a strong correlation with reduced rates of infections in healthcare facilities (Ntaote et al., 
2024). Collectively, these concepts are the foundation for the development of structured 
theoretical models to guide consistent hand hygiene behavior by nursing professionals. 
Relating to Existing Nursing Theories (e.g. Nightingale's Environmental Theory, Health 
Belief Model) 
The development of the nursing theory on hand washing can have a meaningful connection 
with established nursing and behavioral theories focusing on environmental control and 
health-related decision-making. Florence Nightingale's Environmental Theory supports the 
importance of cleanliness, ventilation and sanitation in preventing disease and hand washing 
is a direct application of her idea that nurses must control the environmental factors in order 
to promote healing. Contemporary research supports this correlation and evidence indicates 
structured hand hygiene interventions are a key factor in reducing the transmission of 
pathogens within clinical units (Nzanga et al., 2022).  
The Health Belief Model (HBM) also offers a relevant behavioural perspective as it explains 
the influence of perceived susceptibility, severity, benefits and barriers on nurses' hand 
hygiene compliance. Studies using social-cognitive models have shown that people's beliefs 
about own health risks are a powerful predictor of health behaviour such as hand hygiene for 
students as well as healthcare workers (Zhang et al., 2020; Fudolig et al., 2025). Additionally, 
results from intervention studies show that self-efficacy as well as perceived behavioral 
control increase adherence to hand hygiene protocols (Linnik et al., 2024). By combining 
Nightingale's environmental focus and the motivational constructs of the HBM, a powerful 
theoretical base is built that addresses the clinical need and behavioral determinants of hand 
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washing. This synthesis gives a holistic lens to understand and predict hygiene-related 
practices in the nursing care. 
Proposed Framework for Formulating a Nursing Theory Specific to Hand Washing 
A nursing theory committed to hand washing should incorporate environmental, behavioral, 
and educational aspects in order to explain and guide ideal hygiene practices among the 
nurses. The proposed framework starts with the premise that hand washing is an evidence-
based clinical action affected by knowledge, cues in the environment, knowledge skills and 
intention to behave. Research shows that changes to training, technique, and institutional 
support do improve compliance (Martos-Cabrera et al., 2019). Thus, educational aspects, such 
as multi-modal teaching strategies and feedback mechanisms, have been implemented in the 
framework, which has found to be effective in improving technique accuracy and long-term 
adherence (Nemerth et al., 2022; Dramowski et al., 2023). A second core element, 
underpinned by findings that psychological readiness and motivation are strong predictors of 
hand hygiene behavior, is behavioral determinants, such as awareness, self-efficacy, and 
perceived susceptibility to infection (Linnik et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2020). The framework 
also incorporates contextual elements such as workload, availability of hygiene materials, and 
institutional culture, which have been identified in operational studies of African hospitals to 
play a major role in compliance (Kamara et al., 2023). By bringing together these components, 
the theory proposes a dynamic model where the interaction of knowledge, attitudes, skills, 
and structure of the environment determine consistent and effective hand washing practices. 
This thorough approach places the framework in a descriptive and prescriptive stance in 
terms of nursing practice and education. 
Development of Nursing Theory on Hand Washing 
Assumptions Made by the Theory 
The development of a nursing theory on hand washing is based on a number of underlying 
assumptions that influence understanding and application of the behaviour in the clinical 
setting. The first assumption is that hand hygiene is a key determinant of infection prevention 
and patient safety, and this has been confirmed by current research. Studies conducted in 
various healthcare settings have shown that poor or inconsistent hand washing plays an 
important role in the transmission of healthcare-associated infections (HAIs), thus supporting 
the assumption that proper hand hygiene is an uncompromising component of safe nursing 
practices (Akinsulie et al., 2024). Another underlying assumption is that hand washing 
behaviour is influenced by not only knowledge but also attitudes, perceptions and contextual 
factors. Evidence by nursing students in Lesotho has demonstrated that, despite theoretical 
knowledge, barriers related to practices may have the advantage of behavioural and 
perceptual obstacles which makes it less likely that theory is employed in practice as support 
may remain a barrier, which seems to suggest that critical cognitive understanding is not 
sufficient to enable adherence.  
This assumption is consistent with the multi-theoretical behavioural models as they focus on 
self-efficacy, motivation, and environmental cues as significant determinants of hygiene 
practices. Furthermore, the theory presumes that hand washing is a learnable and modifiable 
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behaviour that is improved with structured training and reinforcement. Several studies, such 
as the intervention Safehands in a neonatal unit have shown pronouns to strong evidence that 
multimodal education, continuous reminders and monitoring are found to be significant for 
compliance and technique proficiency (Dramowski et al., 2023). Another fundamental 
assumption is that individual behaviour is shaped by the institutional culture. Research from 
Malawi and Sierra Leone shows that nurses and clinicians are more likely to comply with 
hand hygiene requirements when institutional support (e.g. availability of supplies, 
leadership modelling, supportive supervision) is present (Nzanga et al., 2022; Kamara et al., 
2023).  
This emphasises the assumption that hand washing is not just an individual choice but the 
result of system level and organisational factors. The theory is also based on the 
understanding that hand hygiene compliance will vary between populations and 
environments and is therefore context-dependent. For example, paediatric nurses exhibit 
unique behaviors when it comes to workload and patient acuity, which is further evidence for 
the thought that hand washing practices are affected by situational factors (Neto et al., 2022). 
Lastly, it takes for granted that adequate technique, not simply frequency, is critical for 
effectiveness, and that this is supported by studies that use image-based evaluation for any 
common technique deficiencies (Saveanu et al., 2022); Taken together, these assumptions 
give the philosophical basis to a nursing theory that conceptualises hand washing as a 
multifaceted, behavioural and context dependent practice requiring constant reinforcement 
and system support. 
Key Concepts and Propositions 
The evolution of a nursing theory for hand washing is based on a number of important ideas 
that define the key elements of good hygiene practice and how they interact to determine 
outcomes. The first major concept is knowledge, which includes the knowledge of the nurses 
in relation to transmission of infection, indication of hand hygiene, and proper hand hygiene 
technique. Numerous studies support the contention that knowledge has a strong effect on 
compliance, but does not ensure behaviour. For example, according to Martos-Cabrera et al. 
(2019), although training strategies are effective in improving levels of knowledge, there are 
wide variations in translating it into practice. This gives us a proposition that knowledge is 
necessary, but not sufficient for sustained compliance. The second concept is self-efficacy, and 
that reflects the level of confidence people have to perform hand hygiene properly and 
regularly.  
The Erasmus multicenter study shows a significant link between self-efficacy and hand 
hygiene performance for nursing students which suggests that an increase in self-belief is 
associated with an increase in adherence (Linnik et al., 2024). Thus, the theory suggests that 
self-efficacy is a predictor of consistency of behaviour. The third concept is environmental 
support which includes the availability of resources, including water, soap, sanitizers, and 
handwashing stations that work. Studies done from healthcare facilities in Africa show 
shortage of materials of basic necessity would hamper healthcare compliance with it, adding 
credence to the proposition of environmental reinforcement as a moderator between 
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intention and behaviour. Another important concept is that of behavioural motivation, which 
includes perceived risk, personal attitudes and social expectations.  
Research using behavioural models, such as the Multi-Theory Model and social cognition 
frameworks, shows that there is a significant association between motivation and hand 
washing among students and healthcare workers (Fudolig et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2020). 
Therefore, the theory proposes that motivation is a driving force behind initial and sustained 
behaviour. Technique quality is another key concept and is a measure of thoroughness and 
accuracy of hand hygiene procedures. Image-based studies show that, even with hand 
washing at great frequency, lapses in technique make hand washing less than effective 
(Saveanu et al., 2022). Hence, the theory is that correct technique mediates the link between 
hand washing frequency and reduction of infection. The final concept is institutional culture, 
which includes leadership commitment, the influence of peers, and enforcement of policies. 
Evidence from interventions such as SafeHANDS indicates that institutional support increases 
both the compliance and technique (Dramowski et al., 2023).  
The theory therefore suggests a supportive culture enhances the individual-level 
determinants and creates and maintains long-term compliance. Together, these concepts and 
propositions present a comprehensive framework of the links between knowledge, 
motivation, self-efficacy, environmental conditions, technique, and culture and hand hygiene 
performance. 
Relationships Between Concepts  
The interrelations among concepts of the new nursing theory of hand washing illustrate the 
interactions of individual, behavioural, and environmental factors to determine compliance 
and outcomes. A key relationship is between knowledge and self-efficacy and there is 
evidence that the more knowledge people have, the more confident they are about 
performing correct hand hygiene. Linnik et al. (2024) found that nursing students who had 
better theoretical knowledge also reported having greater self-efficacy, indicating a 
reinforcing relationship. However, it is found that this relationship is moderated by 
behavioural factors indicating that knowledge contributes to self-efficacy but does not 
independently predict behaviour. Another relationship exists between self-efficacy and 
behavioural motivation because people who perceive themselves to be competent are more 
likely to engage in and maintain hand washing practices.  
This interaction is supported by behavioural models like the Multi-Theory Model as self-
efficacy and emotional transformation play a significant role in the behaviour of hygiene in 
college students (Fudolig et al., 2025). Thus, motivation provides a bridge between a 
psychological readiness and an observable behaviour. A further relationship is observed 
between environmental support and behaviour, whereby the availability of resources 
provides a strong effect of motivation and intention. Studies from resource limited settings, as 
well as Malawi and Sierra Leone indicate compliance is difficult even for highly motivated 
healthcare workers when facilities do not have water, soap, or sanitizer (Nzanga et al., 2022; 
Kamara et al., 2023). This brings to light the role that environmental support plays in 
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moderating behavioural outcomes; this reinforces the presumption that hand washing is 
system dependent (partly).  
Another key relationship is the one between behaviour and the quality of technique. Research 
shows that although the frequency of hand washing is increased by motivation and the 
availability of resources in the environment, correct technique requires specific training and 
reinforcement. Image-based evaluation studies show that people who wash hands frequently 
may not touch every area in between, and this is the link between education, perception and 
the accuracy of the technique (Saveanu et al, 2022). This relationship helps in highlighting the 
importance of sustained teaching strategies, which are emphasised in systematic reviews of 
hand hygiene training (Martos-Cabrera et al., 2019).  
The correlation between institutional culture and individual behaviour is especially strong, as 
shown with the intervention Mutilmodell, where the interventions, including supportive 
leadership, and regular feed-forward, have led to substantial improvement of the compliance 
levels (Dramowski et al, 2023). This implies that the effects of knowledge, motivation, and 
self-efficacy are enhanced by culture. Together, these relationships are a dynamic network in 
which cognitive, behavioural, environmental and organisational factors come together to 
affected hand washing practices, and ultimately the outcome of infection control. 
Theoretical Basis of the Theory 
Although presented here in narrative form, the model on which the nursing theory on hand 
washing is based is conceptualised as an integrated behavioural and environmental model, 
which links the cognitive factors, personal determinants, environmental conditions and the 
institutional influences to hand hygiene behaviour and outcomes. At the centre of the model 
is hand washing behaviour, represented as the central construct affected by a number of 
interacting variables. Surrounding this core exist 3 major domains: cognitive-psychological 
factors, environmental facilitators and institutional-cultural influences. The cognitive-
psychological domain incorporates knowledge, self-efficacy, and behavioural motivation. 
Knowledge directly feeds into self-efficacy with empirical findings among nursing students in 
European multicenter studies (Linnik et al, 2024). Both knowledge and self-efficacy have an 
impact on motivation, which represents insights from social cognition and multi-theory 
behavioural models (Zhang et al. 2020; Fudolig et al. 2025).  
These three constructs interact dynamically to produce behavioural intention which is 
represented as the precursor to actually washing hands. The environmental facilitation 
domain includes resource availability, workload, and physical accessibility of the hygiene 
stations. Studies in African healthcare facilities show that not only is resource availability 
influencing the actual behaviour but it also acts as a moderator of the modelling from 
intention to actual behaviour (Nzanga et al., 2022; Kamara et al., 2023). Thus, environmental 
conditions are represented as a gateway to behaviour which enables or constrains behaviour. 
The institutional-cultural domain encompasses aspects of policy enforcement, role-modelling 
by leaders, as well as influence from peers.  
Multimodal interventions like the SafeHANDS project show that when institutional culture 
puts hygiene first compliance goes up - even on technique and frequency (Dramowski et al., 
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2023). In the model, institutional culture has direct and negative impacts on behaviour, 
mitigating the cognitive-psychological domain and providing environmental support. Beyond 
behaviour, the model incorporates the quality of technique as being crucial, as an essential 
mediator between behaviour and outcomes in terms of infection prevention. Studies using 
imaging technology demonstrate the substantial improvement in effectiveness of hand 
hygiene when using correct technique (Saveanu et al., 2022). Finally, the model relates hand 
washing behavior and quality of technique used to infection-control measures and outcomes, 
including reduced microbial transmission and lower incidence, based on epidemiological 
evidence found in the hospital and community settings (Akinsulie et al., 2024; Khan et. al., 
2021). The model visually describes these interactions through interconnected circles or 
arrows to create a holistic, multidirectional modelling approach which places hand hygiene in 
a behavioural, environmental and institutional context. 
Practical Application to Nursing Practice 
The practical application of a hand washing nursing theory is its ability to direct 
interventions, shape policies, and increase the efficiency of hygiene practices in clinical 
settings. Implementing the theory into practice starts with enhancing the knowledge through 
the structured education programs for the nurses and students. Systematic reviews 
emphasize the importance of interactive, repeated and multimodal teaching strategies on the 
understanding of hand hygiene, indicating that education should be constant and integrated 
into teaching curricula (Martos-Cabrera et al., 2019). By using theories as a base for such 
planning, educational strategies for training can be directed towards the cognitive and 
behavioural determinants that have the greatest likelihood of impacting compliance.  
The theory further guides practice in that it emphasises self-efficacy building as it is 
recognised that self-confidence in performing hand hygiene enhances adherence. Simulation-
based training, performance feedback and hands-on demonstrations - similar to those used in 
NICU learning models - reinforce competence and accuracy of the technique (Németh et al, 
2022). In addition, interventions that are informed by the theory address behavioural 
motivation, for example, through visual reminders, peer modelling and motivational 
messaging. Studies in the student population have shown that hygiene behaviours, like 
perceived risk and social norms, are closely related to the need for motivational interventions 
in clinical settings (Zhang et al., 2020; Ntaote et al., 2024). Environmental application includes 
providing accessibility to hygiene resources, which is a key factor in the use of intention into 
action.  
Findings from Malawi and Sierra Leone show that better access to water, soap and sanitizers 
cause significant improvements in compliance (Nzanga et al., 2022; Kamara et al., 2023). 
Thus, healthcare facilities that apply this theory must put resource provision and 
infrastructure upgrades on a priority basis. On an institutional level, the theory underpinned 
a number of interventions such as the SafeHANDS multimodal model which combines 
leadership engagement, monitoring and education, as well as reminders, to uphold 
compliance (Dramowski et al., 2023). Applying these components make it certain that hand 
washing has the cultural importance. Practical application also applies to technique 
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evaluation, in which image-based evaluations or observational evaluations are used to 
identify the missed areas in hand washing, then corrective learning is done to ensure that 
hand washing is not only performed often, but also well. Practical application not only applies 
to trivial evaluation of the technique, but also includes image-based evaluations or 
observational evaluations to do that. In community settings, theory-based interventions 
including those that are trialled in kindergartens demonstrate enhanced hygiene behaviours 
of children when informed by structured educational frameworks (Wu et al., 2022). Overall, 
using the theory in nursing practice is beneficial for compliance, technique, institutional 
culture, and contributing to infection rate which proves to be significant in the clinical, 
educational, and community health field. 
Discussion of Nursing Theory on Hand Washing 
Synthesizing of Theory and Practical Nursing Situation 
The incorporation of a nursing theory of hand washing into real-world clinical situations 
helps to improve the consistency and quality of infection prevention practices from one care 
setting to another. An important thing to consider is that in practice, nurses are often working 
in environments where the acuity of their patients, workload, and resource availability may 
affect their ability to adhere to hand hygiene guidelines. Evidence has revealed that despite 
adequate knowledge among nurses, adherence is variable because of contextual pressures 
and barriers at the system level, which could be addressed using a framework guided by the 
theory (Neto et al., 2022). A structured theory provides that cognitive scaffold that makes 
connections between physical knowledge, motivation and procedural skill, all of which are 
critical elements of effective hand hygiene. Teaching strategies that are theory based have 
been shown to enhance the procedural accuracy and retention of hand hygiene standards by 
nurses, particularly when multimodal and experiential teaching methods are employed 
(Martos-Cabrera et al., 2019).  
In neonatal and paediatric units, where the risk of infections is increased, theoretical models 
have backed up specific interventions in the form of a significant increase in hand hygiene 
compliance and a reduction in infection events (Dramowski et al., 2023; Németh et al., 2022). 
Similarly, on nursing students, theory-based reinforcement by nursing students improves 
their self-efficacy, and they are able to demonstrate habit hand hygiene even in clinical 
placements (Linnik et al., 2024). These findings underscore the significance of theoretical 
integration as a formal integration of the cognitive, practice, and demands of environment in 
day-to-day scenarios practiced in nursing conduct. 
Implications for patient Care, Infection prevention and health outcome 
A nursing theory focused on hand washing holds pertinent implications to patient care and 
infection prevention in that it strengthens behaviours to disrupt the transmission of 
pathogens. There is strong empirical evidence that shows better hand hygiene is linked to a 
reduction in healthcare-associated infections, especially in high-risk healthcare units where 
at-risk populations are found (Nzanga et al., 2022). In resource-limited settings, adhering to 
trials guided by theories has led to measurable improvements in adherence and shown that 
structural frameworks can be used to mitigate the constraints within the system and improve 
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outcomes in patient safety. The public health implications reach beyond the hospital 
environment and studies conducted on the community reveal that consistent hand washing 
significantly reduces infectious diseases incidence among children and other susceptible 
groups (Khan et al., 2021).  
In the African context, more on strengthening skin hygiene and hand washing behavioural 
strengthening is still critical in controlling disease dynamics, suggesting that theoretical 
approaches may serve to address socio-behavioural obstacles to compliance (Akinsulie et al., 
2024). Furthermore, developing hand hygiene competency through structured education in 
the workplace increases nurses' capacity to protect patients, particularly in pandemic 
situations where hand hygiene can function as a frontline defence against the emerging 
pathogens (Săveanu et al., 2022). Overall, a hand washing theory provides support for a 
systematic approach to improving infection prevention behaviour and ultimately will 
contribute to better health outcomes and improved quality patient care. 
Comparison with Existing Theories and Practices  
The proposed nursing theory on hand washing is an extension of, but has some differences 
from, existing frameworks that address hygiene behaviour. Traditional theories such as 
social-cognitive models highlight the interplay of attitudes, perceived norms and self-efficacy 
for predicting hygiene practices and these constructs have been confirmed in various student 
and healthcare populations (Zhang et al., 2020). However, whilst these models have given 
behavioural explanations, they do not often have the clinical specificity for nursing contexts. 
Studies among nurses show that in addition to cognition, factors such as skill mastery, 
environmental cues and real-time clinical demands influence hand hygiene performance, 
suggesting the need to have more practice-oriented theoretical approach (Neto et al., 2022). 
Existing educational frameworks have been successful in improving technique and 
compliance, especially with multimodal and simulation-based strategies, but often work 
instead as an intervention and not as a comprehensive nursing theory (Martos-Cabrera et al., 
2019).  
Interventions like the SafeHANDS multimodal programme demonstrate effective gains in 
compliance, showing that such structured frameworks can have an impact on practice, but 
are programmatic rather than being theory informed/grounded on theory (Dramowski et al., 
2023). By contrast, a focused nursing theory is an attempt to integrate behavioural, 
educational, and clinical aspects under one explanatory model. This integration distinguishes 
it from the currently prevailing theories that focus mostly on behaviour or technique but not 
both. 
Strengths and Limitations of the Suggested Theory 
A major strength of a nursing theory of hand washing is that it has the potential to integrate 
behavioural, cognitive and clinical aspects of hygiene into a coherent model for guiding 
practice, education and evaluation. The evidence is in favour of structured frameworks 
enhancing the self-efficacy of nurses as well as students in addition to increasing procedural 
accuracy and sustained sustainability of hand hygiene behaviours (Linnik et al. 2024; Németh 
et al., 2022). The theory is also supported by empirical evidence which has found that 
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multimodal and context-sensitive strategies lead to meaningful improvements in compliance 
in different healthcare environments (Martos-Cabrera et al., 2019; Dramowski et al., 2023). 
Furthermore, by incorporating the knowledge from research that is based on settings with 
resource constraints, this theory may spearhead culturally and environmentally flexible-
based interventions that represent greater relevance and feasibility of use in low-resource 
settings (Kamara et al., 2023; Akinsulie et al., 2024). However, limitations exist. Behavioural 
determinants of hand washing are complex, and there is no one theory to explain the 
interplay between workload, institutional culture and individual motivation comprehensively 
(Nzanga et al., 2022). Additionally, the effectiveness of the theory is contingent on 
institutional support on a regular basis, which in real-world clinical environments may differ 
substantially. Another limitation is that theoretical models may oversimplify dynamic clinical 
processes and thus need constant refinement in order to remain relevant. Despite these 
limitations, the theory offers a basic framework for a better hand hygiene practice. 
Conclusion 
The formulation of a nursing theory about hand washing shows the critical importance of a 
structured guidance on hand washing in improving hygiene behaviour and enhancing 
infection prevention and consistent practice in different healthcare settings. The main 
messages focus on the fact that hand hygiene is one of the most effective and accessible 
methods of reducing the spread of infection, supporting patient safety and improving overall 
quality of care. A theory committed to hand washing offers a framework to link knowledge, 
skill, motivation and environmental factors in a way that makes it easy for nurses to reliably 
use hand hygiene principles in varying clinical situations. Its relevance to nursing practice is 
that it is able to guide training, improve compliance and to promote critical thinking 
regarding the conditions which affect effective hand hygiene. Implementing the theory will 
involve incorporating it into nursing education, regular clinical protocols, systems of 
supervision and ongoing professional development activities. Future research may focus on 
evaluation of the influence of the theory on behaviour change in diverse healthcare settings, 
identification of contextual barriers effecting the application of the theory, and the impact of 
the theory and patient outcome over time. Further studies may also consider how 
technological tools, such as monitoring tools or digital education platforms, can be used to 
increase the practical utility of the theory in reinforcing hand hygiene practices. 
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