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Background 
 

Hand drying at UB. Paper towels are the main option for hand drying in lavatories at UB. 
Two buildings on campus  (Davis Hall and the NSC) now use both paper towels and Dyson 
Airblade TM hand dryers.  The purpose of this work was to compare the environmental 
impacts and costs of paper towels and Dyson Airblade TM hand dryers using data collected 
on campus. 

 

Life cycle analysis. Life cycle analysis is a method used to analyze potential environmental 
impacts of the products.  Life cycle calculations were performed with the Sustainable Minds 
database. In this research, four adverse impacts were evaluated for each hand drying 
system: (1)  global warming potential (equivalent carbon dioxide or CO2e , ref. 1), (2) 
human carcinogens, (3) human toxicity and (4) environmental impact  (using millipoints , 
where the average environmental impact of the average European over one year is equal to 
1,000,000 mPts, ref 2,) 

 

Functional unit. The design life of hand-drying options was set equal to five years. This is 
the design life of the Dyson Airblade TM hand dryer. The functional unit was one user. Using 
data we collected on the Dyson units in the NSC, we estimated 205,500 users over five 
years (based  on a 30-week academic year).Thus, hand dryers and paper towels were 
compared based on 205,500 users.  

Results continued 
 
Impact categories. Impact categories are shown in Figure 2. Note that ecotoxicity is more 
important for the hand dryer and human carcinogens is more important for paper towels. 
 

Results 
Overview. Results are shown in Figure 1. The Dyson Airblade TM  shows 80% lower 
environmental impact, 75% less carbon emissions, and 87% lower costs than paper towels. If 
the hand dryers were recycled instead of disposed of, the impact would be about 5.4% lower. 
Most of the cost of the hand dryer was from the prorated purchase price ($1600 over 205,500 
users). Switching from paper towels to a Dyson AirbladeTM is estimated to have a payback 
period of  7.5 months . 

Figure 2: Impact Categories for the Hand Dryer (left) 
and Paper Towels (right) 

Figure 1: Life Cycle Analysis Results 
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User acceptance. An anonymous survey was conducted over two days investigating users 
of lavatory facilities in Davis Hall. Approximately 64.6% of the users stated that they 
chose paper towels over hand dryers. The results of the survey indicate that user 
acceptance of the high-velocity hand dryers cannot be assumed. 
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