
70% alcohol to be considered effective, but alcohol 
level alone is no guarantee of efficacy. While Europe 
allows claims against viruses on hand hygiene 
products, in the US, the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) doesn’t allow hand sanitiser 
manufacturers to make viral claims, including 
against norovirus.  This makes it more difficult to 
select the appropriate hand sanitiser.

An additional complication is that human norovirus 
cannot be grown in a lab, so testing to prove 
efficacy against norovirus is conducted against a 
surrogate (a substitute that behaves similarly but 
can be grown in a lab).  In the US, Feline calicivirus 
is the most commonly used surrogate because the 
EPA recognises it as the approved surrogate when 
testing disinfectants, while in Europe Murine 
norovirus is used.  

Cruise line personnel responsible for procurement 
should look for products that have been tested 
against one of these two surrogates.

US-based cruise lines can look to Europe for 

guidance on the efficacy of alcohol-based hand 
sanitisers against norovirus where manufacturers 
can make efficacy claims against the virus.  Cruise 
lines should look for manufacturers that have 
passed the EN14476 Quantitative Suspension Test 
for the Evaluation of Virucidal Activity of Chemical 
Disinfectants and Antiseptics in Human Medicine.  
The purpose of the test is to determine virucidal 
activity of chemical disinfectants or antiseptic 
products for surfaces, hands, laundry and medical 
instruments, according to EN test methods 
established by the European Committee for 
Standardisation (CEN).

It’s also important to consider skin sensitivity 
because side effects from overuse and individual 
sensitivity can result in infrequent or complete lack 
of use. Because effective hand sanitisers are made 
up of primarily alcohol, they may cause itching, a 
burning sensation, and dry or cracked skin – 
especially if used too often.  

Cruise lines should select hand sanitisers with 
enhanced emollients that add moisture to the skin 

When a norovirus infects passengers on a ship, it 
not only takes away from their experience, but has 
the ability to make front page headlines globally 
and sink a cruise line’s hard-earned reputation. 
Understanding how to prevent noroviruses from 
occurring is essential for smooth sailing.

Common threat
Noroviruses are infections that cause 
gastroenteritis, which can result in nausea, 
vomiting, fever, headache, diarrhea, cramping, body 
aches and malaise.  The most common means of 
transmission are through person-to-person contact 
and the fecal-oral route of transmission. Norovirus 
can also be spread through food and water that an 
infected person has contacted.

Each year, norovirus causes roughly 19-21 mill 
cases of acute gastroenteritis in the US.  This leads 
to up to 1.9 mill outpatient visits and 400,000 
emergency room visits each year, and contributes 
to as many as 800 deaths.2

The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) tracks any type of shipboard gastroenteritis 
outbreak, and requires cruise ships to report 
outbreaks that affect 3% or more of the total 
number of people on board. However, norovirus is 
the most common type of gastroenteritis outbreak.  

Clean hands
Hands play a significant role in the spread of 
noroviruses, which means that they must be kept 
clean on a continual basis.  In order to prevent an 
outbreak, protect passengers and maintain positive 
brand recognition, hand hygiene products, such as 
hand sanitisers should be easily accessible for 
frequent use to all passengers and crew members 
on board.

One way cruise ships can encourage frequent hand 
washing and hygiene is by posting signage to 

remind passengers and workers when and how to 
properly wash hands. To contain the spread of 
germs, hand washing should occur:

• After using the bathroom, changing nappies,   
 cleaning up after pets or handling money.

• Before and after eating.

• Before and after food preparation.

• After coughing or sneezing. 

To prevent outbreaks through hand washing, 
passengers and workers should:

• Wet hands with warm water. 

• Rub hands together, making sure to scrub all 
 areas including under the fingernails.

• Rub for a minimum of 15-20 seconds.

• Rinse thoroughly.

• Dry hands on a clean towel.

• Turn the faucet off with a towel, not hands, to   
 prevent recontamination.

Another necessary step in preventing noroviruses 
from spreading is by providing alcohol-based hand 
sanitisers around the ship, including dining areas, 
near gangways and areas where food is prepared 
and served. This will allow passengers and workers 
to sanitise their hands before eating or preparing 
food, upon returning to the ship and at other key 
moments to help maintain a healthy ship.

Selecting products
Cruise lines should choose the best and most 
effective hand sanitisers in order to safeguard 
passengers and crew – and a cruise line’s brand. 
Thus, it’s important to consider ingredients, 
efficacy and how the products will affect the skin.

Typically hand sanitisers must have a minimum of 

after every use.  This limits the potential of unpleasant side effects caused by repeated use, encouraging 
use among passengers and crew.

Calm waters
Cruise ship norovirus outbreaks make front page news in many of the world’s most influential media 
outlets every year.  The damage these headlines can cause to a cruise line’s reputation can be 
devastating.  Cruise lines can minimise the risk of a norovirus outbreak by encouraging proper hand 
washing and providing hand sanitisers to both guests and crew members. 

Investing the time and effort in selecting an effective hand sanitiser is imperative in protecting a cruise 
line’s passengers and crew members – and ultimately its brand. 

1 https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/vsp/surv/gilist.htm#2016
2 http://www.cdc.gov/norovirus/trends-outbreaks.html

How to prevent a norovirus outbreak 
Helping to keep a cruise brand’s reputation intact

Special Report 
International Cruise Ship Industry Focusing on innovation in the global cruise industry

CRUISE SHIP



Norovirus outbreaks are commonly spread throughout groups 
of people in closed populations, such as schools, nursing homes, 
and of course, cruise ships. 

In fact, there have been more than 10 norovirus outbreaks on 
international cruise ships recorded in 2016 alone.1 Whether a 
passenger steps on board already infected or becomes ill 
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1 https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/vsp/surv/gilist.htm#2016
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*This article was written by Peter Teska, Global 
Infection Prevention Application Expert, Diversey Care. 

Teska is Global Infection Prevention Application Expert 
with Sealed Air’s Diversey Care division, a leading 
provider of commercial cleaning, sanitation and 
hygiene solutions. He can be reached at 
peter.teska@sealediar.com. 

For more information, visit www.sealedair.com 


