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ABSTRACT 
The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the critical role of disinfection and sterilization in 
preventing viral transmission, particularly in healthcare and public environments. This 
article explores the chemistry behind effective disinfection methods, focusing on the 
mechanisms of action of key chemical agents such as alcohols, hydrogen peroxide, 
quaternary ammonium compounds, and chlorine-based disinfectants. It also addresses 
complementary physical methods like UV-C irradiation and their integration into 
sterilization protocols. Additionally, the article discusses the importance of proper 
application techniques, safety considerations, and environmental impacts associated with 
disinfectant use. Understanding the chemical principles underpinning disinfection is 
essential for developing safer, more effective, and sustainable strategies in the ongoing 
fight against COVID-19 and future infectious threats. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the critical importance of disinfection 

and sterilization in controlling the spread of infectious diseases. SARS-CoV-2, the virus 

responsible for COVID-19, primarily spreads through respiratory droplets and can persist 

on surfaces, making environmental decontamination essential. Chemistry plays a pivotal 

role in the efficacy of disinfectants and sterilizers, which function by disrupting the 

structural integrity of microbial cells and viruses. The development, selection, and 

application of effective chemical agents are fundamental to public health strategies aimed 

at mitigating the transmission of pathogens, particularly in healthcare and high-contact 

environments. 

Chemical disinfectants operate through various mechanisms, including oxidation, 

protein denaturation, and membrane disruption. Oxidizing agents like hydrogen peroxide 

(H₂O₂) generate reactive oxygen species that damage cellular components, leading to 

microbial inactivation. Vaporized hydrogen peroxide, for example, is a potent sterilant 

used to disinfect complex environments such as hospital rooms and public transportation 

vehicles. Alcohol-based disinfectants, such as ethanol and isopropanol, are widely used 

due to their rapid action and broad-spectrum efficacy. These alcohols denature proteins 

and dissolve lipid membranes, rendering enveloped viruses like SARS-CoV-2 inactive. 

Quaternary ammonium compounds (QACs), another class of widely used disinfectants, 

disrupt the microbial cell membrane and are particularly effective on non-porous surfaces 

in routine cleaning protocols (Rutala & Weber, 2020). 

Chlorine-based disinfectants, such as sodium hypochlorite (common bleach), are 

effective against a broad spectrum of pathogens including coronaviruses. Their 

antimicrobial action stems from the release of hypochlorous acid in aqueous solution, 

which oxidizes cellular components, including proteins and nucleic acids. The efficacy of 

sodium hypochlorite is influenced by several factors, such as concentration, pH, and the 

presence of organic material, which can neutralize the active compound. For instance, a 

concentration of 0.1% is recommended by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2020) 

for general surface disinfection in healthcare settings. Nonetheless, while highly effective, 

chlorine compounds must be used cautiously due to potential respiratory and skin 

irritation and their corrosive properties when misapplied. 

In addition to chemical agents, physical disinfection methods such as ultraviolet 

(UV) light irradiation have gained prominence during the pandemic. UV-C light, in the 

range of 200–280 nm, has demonstrated strong virucidal effects by damaging viral nucleic 
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acids and preventing replication. Research by Kowalski et al. (2020) confirmed that UV-

C at 254 nm achieved over 99.9% inactivation of SARS-CoV-2 on hard surfaces within 

10 minutes, highlighting its effectiveness in clinical and public settings. However, UV-C 

application requires careful calibration to ensure sufficient dosage and prevent harm to 

human tissue, especially the eyes and skin. Despite these limitations, UV-C remains a 

valuable adjunct to chemical disinfection, particularly in automated systems for 

unoccupied rooms or in HVAC systems to disinfect air. 

The selection of disinfection methods must take into account the type of 

environment, surface material, and level of contamination. In high-risk zones like 

hospitals, sterilization protocols may involve multiple steps and include advanced 

technologies such as hydrogen peroxide vapor, UV-C light, or ozone treatment, often in 

conjunction with manual chemical disinfection. In contrast, household and commercial 

disinfection typically rely on readily available solutions such as alcohols and bleach. 

Studies have shown that the frequency of disinfection and the method of application, 

including contact time and surface coverage, are equally critical in achieving effective 

microbial inactivation (Kampf et al., 2020). Furthermore, the persistence of SARS-CoV-2 

on materials like plastic and stainless steel—up to 72 hours under certain conditions—

reinforces the need for consistent and scientifically informed cleaning practices. 

While the utility of disinfectants is undeniable, there are growing concerns 

regarding their environmental and health impacts. Overuse or improper disposal of 

chemical disinfectants can lead to environmental contamination and contribute to 

antimicrobial resistance. For example, residues of QACs have been detected in water 

systems, raising questions about their long-term ecological effects (Sattar & Maillard, 

2020). Additionally, prolonged exposure to volatile organic compounds from disinfectants 

can exacerbate respiratory conditions and pose occupational hazards to cleaning 

personnel. Regulatory agencies such as the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) and international bodies like the WHO provide detailed guidelines to mitigate these 

risks by recommending optimal concentrations and promoting the use of safer 

alternatives where feasible. Balancing efficacy with safety remains a pressing challenge 

as disinfection becomes an everyday necessity in post-pandemic life. 

The flowchart titled "Disinfection and Sterilization Process During COVID-19" 

presents a simplified overview of the steps involved in effective microbial inactivation to 

protect public health. It begins with identifying high-risk environments and selecting 
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appropriate disinfection or sterilization methods based on the setting. These methods are 

categorized into chemical approaches—such as the use of alcohols and quaternary 

ammonium compounds—and physical methods, like UV-C light. Each method plays a 

vital role in neutralizing pathogens like SARS-CoV-2. The process culminates in 

achieving microbial inactivation, highlighting the importance of methodical selection and 

application of disinfection strategies in preventing viral spread. 

 

Figure 1 

Disinfection and Sterilization Process During COVID-19 

 

Source: Created by author. 

 

In conclusion, chemistry is integral to the development and application of 

disinfectants and sterilizers in combating COVID-19. The pandemic has accelerated 

innovations in chemical formulations and sterilization technologies, reinforcing the need 

for interdisciplinary collaboration among chemists, microbiologists, and public health 

experts. Understanding the chemical principles behind disinfection agents not only 

enhances their effectiveness but also informs safer and more sustainable usage. As 

emerging pathogens and novel variants continue to threaten public health, ongoing 

research and evidence-based practices in chemical disinfection will remain essential tools 

in global health preparedness. 
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