
More Than 1 in 3 US Adults
Use Disinfectants Unsafely
In a recent online survey, 39% of US adults
reported using disinfectants and other clean-
ing products in potentially harmful ways as
they tried to prevent severe acute respira-
tory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)
infection.

A spike in calls to US poison control cen-
ters reporting exposure to cleaning prod-
ucts and disinfectants early in 2020 raised
concern about hazardous use of these prod-
ucts in response to the ongoing pandemic.
To gauge how often these risks occur, the
CDC commissioned an online survey in which
a nationally representative sample of 502 US
adults participated.

Sixty percent of respondents said they
cleaned or disinfected their home more fre-
quently to prevent SARS-CoV-2 infection.
But many did so in unsafe ways: 19% used
bleach on food such as fruit or vegetables
and 18% reported using household clean-
ing products on their skin. Ten percent
reported misting their body with a cleaning
or disinfectant spray. Six percent reported

inhaling vapors from cleaning or disinfec-
tant products, and 4% said they drank or
gargled with diluted bleach, soapy water,
or other cleaning or disinfectant solutions.

“These practices pose a risk of severe tis-
sue damage and corrosive injury and should
be strictly avoided,” the authors warned.

In fact, one-quarter of all the survey par-
ticipants said using cleaning products or dis-
infectants caused adverse effects such as ir-
ritation of the nose, sinuses, skin, or eyes;
dizziness; lightheadedness; headache; nau-
sea; or breathing problems. Those who
didn’t use the products safely were more
than twice as likely to say they had an ad-
verse reaction than the other respondents.

Although most respondents said they
knew how to safely clean and disinfect their
home, the survey revealed serious gaps in
knowledge. To curb unsafe practices, the re-
searchers wrote that prevention messages
about SARS-CoV-2 should provide specific
recommendations for hand hygiene and
cleaning high-touch surfaces. They empha-
sized that it’s necessary to always follow di-
rections on the products’ labels.

Dramatic Increase in US Congenital
Syphilis Cases
A nearly 4-fold increase in US congenital
syphilis cases between 2013 and 2018 un-
derscores many missed opportunities to pre-
vent the disease, the CDC reported.

Congenital syphilis occurs if a pregnant
woman with untreated syphilis passes Trepo-
nema pallidum infection to her infant. The in-
fection can cause stillbirth, miscarriage, or
lifelong physical or neurological problems in
surviving infants.

Although a prenatal course of penicillin
can prevent congenital syphilis, the CDC re-
ported that cases in the US have increased
by 261%, from 362 in 2013 to 1306 in 2018.
Nearly 90% of the cases occurred in south-
ern or western states. Infants born to black
or Hispanic mothers accounted for about
70% of the cases reported in 2018.

Failures in basic prenatal care practices are
driving the dramatic increase in congenital
syphilis cases, the report suggested. In 30.7%
of the cases, the researchers found that preg-
nant women received a timely diagnosis but
weren’t adequately treated. Adequate treat-
ment was defined as completing a penicillin-
based regimen that was started at least 30
days before delivery. In addition, 28% of cases
werelinkedwithdelayedprenatalcareand11%
were due to identification of seroconversion
less than 30 days before delivery. These pat-
ternsoffailedcarevariedbygeographicregion,
pointingtotheneedfortargetedinterventions,
the authors wrote. − Bridget M. Kuehn, MSJ
Note: Source references are available through
embedded hyperlinks in the article text online.

a In response to the question, “Which of the following have you heard is true about using household cleaning products
 (such as bleach or Lysol)?”; response options reflected CDC recommendations for safe cleaning and disinfection.
 Cleaning referred to using a cleaner or disinfectant on surfaces or objects. Questions regarding storage of hand
 sanitizers were included with questions regarding storage of cleaners and disinfectants.

Source: MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. 2020;69(23):705-709.
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Household cleaning products should be kept
out of reach of children

Good ventilation (air flow) is needed
when using cleaning chemicals

For some household cleaning products,
gloves should be used during use

Hands should be washed with soap and water
after using household cleaning products

For some household cleaning products, eye
protection should be used during use

Bleach should not be mixed with ammonia

Hand sanitizers should be kept out of reach
of children

Bleach should not be mixed with vinegar

When making a dilute bleach solution, only
room temperature water should be used

None of these
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