
Choosing the Right Disposable Glove –
Quick Tips

You may think disposable gloves don’t require much thought. But they are used to
protect our hands and therefore may need to meet thickness, finish, barrier
protection, tensile strength, elasticity and puncture resistance requirements.
Choosing the right disposable glove is not as simple as buying at the lowest
price. Consideration must be given to the glove material and properties; tasks
to be performed; comfort and fit; and cost.

Materials

Natural rubber latex, nitrile and vinyl are the most widely used disposable
glove materials. Each material has features that make it ideal for specific
applications.

Natural rubber latex is a processed plant product. Latex gloves offer reliable
barrier protection, consistent fit and flexibility. They are a popular choice
for both industrial and medical use. A disadvantage of latex is the potential
for latex allergy reactions ranging from skin irritation to anaphylaxis, a
potentially life-threatening condition. See Quick Tips #126 for more detailed
information on latex allergies. Manufacturers have been working to develop low-
protein latex that would lessen the latex allergy possibility. When allergies
are not a concern, latex offers a slight comfort and dexterity advantage over
nitrile and vinyl.

Nitrile, one of the more popular glove materials, replicates many of the
positive characteristics of latex (flexibility, strength and durability) without
the latex allergy threat. Nitrile is a synthetic material that exhibits rubber-
like characteristics. These gloves are widely used across all industries and are
often used to protect both the worker and the
materials being handled.

Vinyl is composed of polyvinyl chloride and plasticizers that soften the
material. It is an economical option often chosen when the worker changes gloves
frequently during the course of a shift. Vinyl gloves are good multi-purpose
gloves for general use and activities that don’t require a high degree of
tactile sensitivity. They are a popular choice for
the food industry.
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Properties

Important properties to consider when choosing a disposable glove are thickness,
finish, barrier protection, tensile strength, elasticity and puncture
resistance.

Glove material thickness is usually measured in mils (1 mil = 0.001” gauge).
Disposable gloves generally range from 4-8 mils thick. Lower-gauge gloves allow
better dexterity, flexibility and sense of touch. Higher-gauge gloves provide
better durability, but less flexibility.

Surface treatment affects a glove’s grip level. The most common surface
treatments are surface chlorination and coating/finishing. A glove’s grip is
determined by surface tack, which is controlled by the level of chlorination and
the coatings used by the manufacturer. A textured disposable glove has a visible
texture that is easily felt. The texture may cover the entire finger and palm
area, but also sometimes covers over the fingertips. Textured finishes enhance
the gripping properties of the gloves.

Disposable gloves are offered as powdered or powder-free. Powdered gloves are
easier to put on and take off. The major adverse impact of glove powder appears
to be its contributing role in latex allergies. In powdered latex gloves, the
powder acts as an airborne carrier of latex proteins. There are two types of
powder-free gloves: chlorinated and non-chlorinated. The types are based on the
process used to make the glove powder-free. Those that are chlorinated are
particle-free and easier to put on.

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) Center for Devices and Radiological
Health is responsible for regulating medical devices, including gloves.
According to FDA guidelines, medical gloves should be watertight, have
consistent sizing and fit comfortably. FDA requirements also define performance
properties, such as the minimum barrier protection and strength these products
must exhibit.

All medical gloves must meet certain Acceptable Quality Level (AQL) standards
related to the product’s freedom from pinholes and the barrier protection
confidence level. A lower AQL number represents a higher quality product.

Strength tests simulate stress during actual usage. Glove strength is measured
by resistance to tearing, puncturing and breaking, as well as by stretch
ability. Testing typically covers tensile strength, elongation or elasticity,
and puncture resistance.

Tensile strength is defined as the amount of force in pounds per square inch
needed to stretch a medical glove until the breaking point. Higher numbers
reflect superior performance. Elongation is how far the glove stretches before
it breaks. A higher number indicates superior elasticity.

Tasks

Disposable gloves are used for general-purpose work, medical exam work and in
high-risk situations. General-purpose and exam-grade disposables generally range
from 4-6 mils thick and are 9½ inches in length. High-risk gloves are generally
8 mils thick and may be up to 12 inches in length.



General-purpose disposable gloves are used in a variety of industries, including
automobile, food handling, general, hospitality and retail. They are primarily
used for janitorial and maintenance work.

Exam-grade gloves are used in the medical, dental, emergency medical service
(EMS), law enforcement, nursing homes, tattoo parlors and veterinary fields.

High-risk gloves are generally associated with EMS and laboratory applications.
Examples of high-risk situations are patient care activities that create
exposure to blood, bodily fluids and other potentially infectious material.
Other high-risk situations are those that can stress the glove material, such as
handling instruments, chemicals and disinfectants.

Comfort and Fit

In addition to providing protection, disposable gloves should offer comfort.
Properly fitting gloves can help improve performance and reduce hand fatigue.

Latex gloves have been shown to offer good elasticity, strength and flexibility.
Nitrile gloves are also a comfortable option because of their softness and
flexibility, although they tend to be stiffer than latex. Nitrile is strong,
abrasion resistant and causes less irritation. Vinyl gloves are soft and
comfortable, but provide a looser fit.

Common disposable glove sizes range from extra small to extra large. To measure
your hand size, wrap a tape measure around the palm at its widest point. This
measurement (in inches) is equivalent to the glove size (e.g., 9” measurement =
size 9). Use the following table to translate the measurement into letter sizes.



Cost

Lastly, cost is a factor when considering which disposable gloves to purchase.
The cost of each of the three common types (latex, nitrile and vinyl) is based
on commodity raw materials with price fluctuations that depend on specific
market factors. In general, nitrile is often considered premium to latex, which
in turn is often considered premium to vinyl. Choosing the least expensive glove
may not be appropriate to your situation, yet more expensive products may not
fit your budget. The best approach is to choose the highest quality disposable
gloves that fit your needs at the best value.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Do disposable gloves have a shelf life?

A: Yes. Glove shelf life depends on how products are stored and on the materials
used to manufacture them. Natural latex gloves have an approximate three-year
shelf life. Gloves made of nitrile, vinyl and other synthetic coatings have a
nominal five-year shelf life. To help maximize the useful life of any type of
glove, store them in a cool, dark environment shielded from ozone and
ultraviolet light.

Q: Why are disposable gloves suggested for incidental chemical contact only?



A: Because disposable gloves are so thin, the material is easily stretched over
the hand. This stretching creates larger spaces in the glove material that can
allow chemicals to permeate through quickly. Disposable gloves are designed to
protect against incidental rather than intentional contact with chemicals.
Incidental contact refers to tasks where there is no intended direct contact
with the chemical and exposure will only occur through a splash or spill.
Disposable gloves should be replaced immediately after a splash or spill occurs.
Intentional contact refers to tasks where contact with the hazardous chemical is
inevitable (e.g., immersing hands in liquids, direct handling of a substance
rather than its container or handling of materials coated or saturated with the
hazardous substance(s), such as a cleaning rag. When selecting a glove for
protection against intentional contact with chemicals, it is necessary to select
a glove made from a material that offers good resistance to permeation from the
specific chemicals in use. For help in the selection of chemical-resistant
gloves, please refer to Quick Tips #166, Chemical-Resistance Guide for
Gloves and Quick Tips #191, Chemical Protective Gloves.
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The information contained in this article is intended for general information
purposes only and is based on information available as of the initial date of
publication. No representation is made that the information or references are
complete or remain current. This article is not a substitute for review of
current applicable government regulations, industry standards, or other
standards specific to your business and/or activities and should not be
construed as legal advice or opinion. Readers with specific questions should
refer to the applicable standards or consult with an attorney.
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