
Patient Positioning & Pressure Management 
Catheters & Infusion Pumps
Quality/Sterility Assurance

Scheduling Systems

Patient Positioning & Pressure Management 

Next-Generation Distribution 
Sync to swim upstream, downstream
Next-Generation Distribution Next-Generation Distribution 
Sync to swim upstream, downstreamSync to swim upstream, downstream
Next-Generation Distribution 
Sync to swim upstream, downstream

January 2022 • Vol. 46  No. 1$7.00

CLINICAL INTELLIGENCE FOR SUPPLY CHAIN LEADERSHIP
®

www.hpnonline.com

HEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCAREHEALTHCARE
PURCHASINGPURCHASINGPURCHASINGPURCHASINGPURCHASINGPURCHASING ®EWSEWSEWSEWSEWSEWS

www.hpnonline.com
EWSEWSEWSEWSEWSEWSEWSEWSEWSEWSEWSEWSNNNNNNNNNNNN

2201-COVER_PTA.indd   1 12/13/2021   6:06:52 PM



January 2022 • HEALTHCARE PURCHASING NEWS • hpnonline.com38   

HSPA VIEWPOINT

Lighten instrument set loads for 
processing success, staff safety
by David Taylor III, MSN, RN, CNOR

The density of items placed in an 
instrument set matters. Imagine 25 
pounds of surgical instrumentation 

evenly spread out across the work surface 
in the Sterile Processing (SP) assembly 
area. Now, imagine that instrumenta-
tion inside a tray. Because instruments 
are tightly packed together, there is less 
surface area in an instrument tray, which 
creates more mass (density) that can 
impede successful sterilization. 

  Association for the Advancement of 
Medical Instrumentation (AAMI) stan-
dards recommend that instrumentation 
be evenly distributed; however, achiev-
ing even distribution can be diffi cult in 
the confi nes of an instrument tray and 
there’s the added challenge of having SP 
staff know how those items should be best 
arranged in trays/containers. 

Historical perspective
In 2006, AAMI recognized that heavier 
sets could compromise sterilization (ren-
dering the sets unsafe to use) and pose 
an ergonomic strain for employees. That 
same year, the association recommended 
limiting instrument sets’ maximum 
weight to 25 pounds (this weight limit 
includes the combined weight of the pan, 
packaging and the instruments). The 
following year, AORN’s 2007 Guidance 

Statement: Safe Patient Handling and 
Movement in the Perioperative Setting 
was released with an ergonomic tool that 
outlined the risks associated with lifting 
and carrying heavy items such as instru-
ment trays. The guidance was devel-
oped in collaboration with ergonomics 
experts, which included the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and 
Health (NIOSH). NIOSH developed a 
tool for occupational health and safety 
professionals to assess the risks associ-
ated with lifting and lowering objects 
within the workplace. A Lifting Index 
value of 1.0 or less indicates a nominal 
risk to healthy employees; however, a 
Lifting Index greater than 1.0 represents 
indicates a task is high risk for some 
individuals and can place workers at 
risk for low-back pain. For that reason, 
AORN advises caution with lifting tasks 
that have an index of 1.0 or greater.  
Many SP leaders and their staff members 
know of this standard and can articulate 
the reasoning behind it. Unfortunately, 
all over the country, instrument sets 
continue to exceed 25 pounds (some-
times, significantly). Failing to manage 
instrument set weights places not only 
the SP and operating room (OR) staff at 
risk for a work-related injury, but also 
places patients at greater risk for a surgi-

cal site infection (SSI) or other negative 
outcomes due to the impact heavy sets 
can have on the sterilization process. 

Note from the Healthcare Sterile Processing 

Association (formerly known as the Inter-

national Association of Healthcare Sterile 

Processing Materiel Management): Auditing 

sets to determine weights and standardizing 

instrument sets per specialty can help lower 

set weights by reducing or eliminating instru-

ments that may go unused during the proce-

dure (or allowing extra or frequently unused 

devices to be placed in a separate container). 

Loaned instrument sets can also pose a chal-

lenge regarding weight; orthopedic sets, for 

example, can contain dozens of instruments 

and easily tip the scales at 40 pounds or more. 

SP professionals should work with their ven-

dors to review set contents and weights and 

determine how those sets can be broken down 

into more than one container to make them 

easier for employees to handle. HPN
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Figure 1
Audits routinely show set weights that exceed 
the 25-pound limit. Even a pound or two can 

increase risk for wet packs/sterilization failures 
and employee injury. 

Figure 2                                                                               Figure 3
Examples of two open heart vascular sets that topped 30 pounds (an all-too-common occurrence 

in healthcare facilities across the country). Standardizing sets by specialty and working with 
vendors can help keep set weights at 25 pounds or less.
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