Avoiding Germs

Sources: Health Education Through Extension Leadership, other universities and Soap and Detergent Association


Colds and flu viruses thrive in cold, dry air.  It’s much easier to spread these to other people during the winter and early spring because we tend to spend more time indoors when temperatures drop.


Germs and viruses can persist on common surfaces we touch such as doorknobs, telephones, counters, faucet handles, toys, pens or pencils, a deck of cards, money and office equipment.  In fact, cold germs can last up to three hours on many surfaces.  This contamination is a primary means colds and flu spread, particularly colds.


It’s a good idea to avoid touching your face with your hands, because germs tend to hitchhike on hands and can be easily absorbed through the mucus membranes when you rub your eyes and touch your nose or mouth.


One of the best ways to avoid cold and flu germs is to thoroughly wash your hands often.


To ensure that you do a good job of washing your hands, wet them with warm water and apply soap.  Lather and wash for a minimum 10 to 15 seconds, paying close attention to the areas between fingers, beneath nails and under and around jewelry.  (To gauge washing time, sing “Happy Birthday,” or say a short nursery rhyme, to yourself.)  Rinse with warm water and thoroughly dry.


Other times it’s important to wash your hands are before touching, serving or eating food; performing first aid; and visiting senior citizens and young children.  Also, thoroughly wash your hands after using the rest room,  leaving high-risk locations such as the doctor’s office, child-care center, high-traffic areas or playgrounds,  wiping someone’s nose, changing a baby’s diaper, playing with pets, handling raw meat, poultry or fish, and  touching garbage.


Public restrooms are a breeding ground for germs.  When washing your hands in these areas, first turn on the faucet to wet your hands and then apply soap; rinse your hands, dry them with a paper towel, and use it to turn off the faucet. 


If you still become sick, keep tissues handy to cover your mouth and nose when you cough and sneeze to keep from spreading germs to others.  Also, wash your hands before you touch another person.


 If someone in your family is ill, use a virus-killing disinfectant to clean surfaces such as kitchen counters, bathroom sinks and faucet handles. A solution of one part bleach mixed with 10 parts water is effective if you don’t have a commercial product.


There are several other preventive measures to help you avoid cold and flu germs.


Don’t share cups, glasses or utensils with others.  Use a paper tissue, rather than a handkerchief to keep from spreading germs to yourself.  Immediately dispose of the tissue.  Avoid people who have a cold or the flu. 


To help your immune system fight germs that cause illnesses, eat a balanced diet, get enough sleep, reduce stresses and regularly participate in physical activity.


Good nutrition is a foundation for good health so eat plenty of fruits, vegetables and whole-grain foods. Because it’s easier for germs to latch onto dry mucous membranes in your mouth, nose and throat, drink at least 64 ounces of fluids such as water, juice, soup and non-caffeinated beverages each day to keep you hydrated.  One way to track the amount of fluids is to drink eight eight-ounce cups.


Most people need seven to nine hours of sleep a night.  Sleep deprivation can reduce your immune system’s effectiveness and cause depression; so be sure to get adequate sleep. 


Excessive stress can impair the body’s immune functions.  Thirty minutes of physical activity most days is a great stress reliever.  Exercise also stimulates the body’s disease-fighting cells


Although we can’t escape stress, we can learn to manage it better by developing health ways to respond to stressors and changing our lives to eliminate unnecessary stress.  A circle of good friends and doses of humor will boost your immune system.


For more information on avoiding illness-causing germs, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service or visit our home page at (fill in address here). 


 Health Education Through Extension Leadership (HEEL) is another source of information.  To contact HEEL, call 859-257-2968.  You also can find general health information at http://www.ca.uky.edu/agcollege/fcs/HEEL/heel.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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