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BUILDING BRIDGES BETWEEN INFECTION PREVENTION/EPIDEMIOLOGY,  
SCIENTIFIC R&D, MANUFACTURING AND REGULATORY/COMPLIANCE

Healthcare Hazards 

From Devices and 

Systems Drive 

New Patient-Safety 

Concerns
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For sterile processing departments (SPDs), customer 
service revolves around their skilled technicians 

providing instruments and equipment that are on 
time, complete, well-functioning, clean and sterile 
(or high-level disinfected).

SPDs are highly complex departments that manage 
many responsibilities to service numerous areas of the 
hospital. In fact, the SPD’s scope of responsibilities 
often extend far beyond the operating room (OR) to 
include all procedural areas, including but not limited 
to the emergency department, intensive care unit, 
endoscopy suite, and on- and off-site surgery centers 
and clinics. Many SP professionals are also responsible 
for the cleaning, sterilization and maintenance of 
durable medical equipment, maintenance of crash 
carts and trauma and hemorrhage carts, restocking 
of supplies, and material management support for 
the organization. Each area served by the SPD has 
different needs and expectations from the SPD, which 
can make SP professionals’ jobs even more challenging. 

For SP professionals to best meet their various 
customers’ needs and expectations, it is important that 
their customers understand the processes and time 
constraints associated with ful!lling daily requests. 
If an SPD customer schedules multiple procedures 
in a particular day but only has enough instruments 
or equipment to comfortably support half that 
scheduled amount, expedited turnover of those 
devices could likely be required. The question is can 
SP professionals realistically turn over those items 
in a safe way, while still supporting the customer’s 
needs and keeping schedules on track (and on time)?  
Doing so might be unrealistic, depending on the time 
of day, whether enough technicians are available to 
handle the workload, or whether the equipment 
needed to reprocess the devices is available and not 
already in use. Sometimes, customers may assume 
that their needs take priority over others’, and they 
may fail to understand all that goes into ful!lling their 
request; therefore, it is necessary for SP professionals 
to manager customer expectations through improved 
communication and as-needed education that is 
rooted in the latest standards, best practices and the 
facility’s policies and procedures. 

Reprocessing instrument sets, rigid and "exible 
endoscopes and other reusable devices and equipment 
requires multiple steps that cannot be rushed or 

skipped.  Each step must be performed in accordance 
with the manufacturer’s instructions for use (IFU), 
and enough time and resources must be allocated to 
safely and consistently allow technicians to perform 
all steps (e.g., sorting, cleaning, drying, inspection, 
preparation and packaging, sterilization, distribution or 
storage). Also to be considered: the need for manual 
precleaning; soaking time requirements; number of 
times channels must be brushed; drying times; and 
number of cycles speci!c items must go through an 
automated process, to name a few. It is essential that 
SP technicians and their customers recognize that even 
the initial inspection of the item—to ensure it is in 
good working order and not received damaged—takes 
time, and that the decontamination process can 
take numerous steps, each requiring speci!c time 
requirements or motions (brushing a channel 10 
times, for example).      

Cleaning instruments to remove all gross contam-
ination (e.g., blood, bone, proteinaceous material) is 
a critical step and requires keen attention to detail. 
For some instrumentation, ultrasonic cleaning is a 
necessary next step to help remove contaminants 
that manual cleaning may have missed.  Placing 
instruments in the washer-decontaminator is the 
!nal cleaning. Note: For endoscope reprocessing, 
once the manual cleaning and "ushing steps are 
done, many hospitals activate their “cleaning claim” 
cycle in their automated cleaning equipment. The 
cleaning claim is an automated process that mimics 
the manual cleaning process. This added step adds 
time to the process but puts endoscopes through a 
more rigorous process to ensure proper cleaning and 
high-level disinfection are met.   

All reprocessing steps take time and are depen-
dent on the size, complexity and fragility of the 
instruments and equipment, as well as each SPD’s 
available resources (instrument inventory, reprocessing 
equipment availability, and staff availability). Inspection 
and assembly of an instrument set will also add time 
to the process, and these steps must also never be 
rushed or skipped.  Further, sterilization and high-level 
disinfection cannot be rushed or interrupted; when 
that happens, the process must start over. Other 
steps that need to be factored into the reprocessing 
timelines and customer expectations include the need 
for proper documentation, cooling, and storage.  
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Additional factors that can add time to these 
processes are dependent on mechanical mechanisms. 
For example, the IFU provided with a certain brand of 
"exible gastrointestinal (GI) endoscope requires multiple 
speci!c steps (i.e., once the procedure is completed, 
the !rst step in the cleaning process is to wipe the 
outer portion of the endoscope and suction pre-cleaner 
through the channels. This starts a one-hour timer. If the 
endoscope is not submerged and cleaning begins, that 
endoscope will be required to soak for between one 
and 10 hours before the cleaning process can begin). 

SP leaders should invite their customers to tour the 
SPD and spend quality time in each area to see !rsthand 
all the steps required to process an instrument (from 
the moment an item arrives in decontamination to the 
time it is ready for pickup or delivery to the user area).  
Each SPD area must tackle speci!c sequential tasks 
before the next step can begin. Educating customers 
about each of these steps and their critical importance, 
as well as the type of equipment and resources needed 
to accomplish each step safely and effectively, is a 
valuable approach. It is also bene!cial for SP leaders to 
introduce the customer to the technicians responsible 
for processing their items. Doing so helps put a face 

to a name and strengthens professional relationships 
and accountability. 

The key to creating positive, enduring relationships 
with SPD customers is to build bridges through 
education and ongoing, two-way communication. SP 
professionals and their customers will gain a better 
understanding of and appreciation for one another’s 
needs and will help keep expectations in check and 
aligned with safety and quality goals. Having customers 
that better understand what goes into reprocessing will 
also help SPDs and their customers determine resource 
shortcomings, which can help prioritize future needs 
(such as additional equipment and instrumentation) to 
ensure items can be processed safer and more effectively 
and ef!ciently.    

David Taylor III, MSN, RN, CNOR, has served as a 
contributing columnist for HSPA since 2019. He is the 
principal of Resolute Advisory Group LLC, a healthcare 
consulting !rm in San Antonio, Texas. Questions or 
comments about this article can be directed to david@
resoluteadvisorygroup.com or Julie Williamson, HSPA’s 
Editor and Director of Communications (jwilliamson@
myhspa.org).

LEARN MORE >

OSPECS
CONSULTING, LLC

w  HLD & Sterilization Assessment and Accreditation Readiness
w  Flexible Endoscope Reprocessor Comprehensive Assessment
 and Training
w  Technical Review of Facility Conditions (steam, water & equipment)
w  Strategic Consultants & Short Term Interim Managers
w  And More!

OSPECS Consulting, LLC works 
with clients to define the right 
strategies, build the right 
team, and turn these strategies 
into realities. 

Designing a plan suitable for our 
clients’ needs, we streamline 
their processes, enhance staff 
competencies and identify 
savings opportunities.
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