NEJM -- The Hands Give It Away -- Figure 1
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A 24-year-old man who had quadriplegia due to a traumatic spinal cord injury was found on routine
surveillance cultures to have methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) colonization of his
anterior nares. He had no history of MRSA infection or colonization. To assess the potential implications of
the patient's MRSA carriage for infection control, an imprint of a health care worker's ungloved hand was
obtained for culture after the worker had performed an abdominal examination of the patient. The MRSA
colonies grown from this handprint on the plate (CHROMagar Staph aureus), which contained 6 ug of
cefoxitin per milliliter to inhibit methicillin-susceptible S. aureus, are pink and show the outline of the
worker's fingers and thumb (Panel A). With the use of a polymerase-chain-reaction assay, the mecA gene,
which confers methicillin resistance, was amplified from nares and imprint isolates. After the worker's hand
had been cleaned with alcohol foam, another hand imprint was obtained, and the resulting culture was
negative for MRSA (Panel B). These images illustrate the critical importance of hand hygiene in caring for
patients, including those not known to carry antibiotic-resistant pathogens.
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