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sterile processing

Sterile processing departments (SPDs) are generally very 
productive units. Visitors are often surprised by the scope of 

responsibility and volume of work performed in a 24-hour period 
and have little understanding of what goes into each process. 
Pressuring sterile processing (SP) professionals to cut corners and 
increase throughput beyond what is safe, realistic, and prudent 

can lead to catastrophic events.     
SPDs are complicated and the profes-

sionals who function within them require a 
great deal of knowledge and resources to 
manage the essential tasks appropriately. 
Leaders responsible for this department 
are being asked to improve the quality of 
their work, drive efficiency and do more 
with less as budgets continue to shrink. 
In addition, the number of qualified staff 
needed to run the department effectively 
is not always adequate. One way to help 
in these predicaments is to start running 
the department based upon metrics, which 
can provide insights into the operational 
efficiency of the department. 

There are several ways of accomplishing 
this. Take for example, time-and-motion 
studies. They were first instituted in offices 
and factories in the U.S. in the early 20th 
century and are applicable for jobs that 

have repetitive tasks associated with the work, such as some of 
the duties in the SPD. Over the next several decades, these stud-
ies were used on a wide scale as a means of improving complex 
work by subdividing that work into simpler steps and sequences 
and eliminating redundant motion so various operations of a job 
can be broken down into measurable elements.1  

 Lean principles are also great for looking at the work being 
performed routinely. Lean began in the 15th century. Taiichi Ohno, 
a Japanese industrial engineer and businessman is considered 
the father of Toyota Production System. He was inspired by Lean 
Manufacturing in the U.S. that was widely used by Henry Ford 
who worked tirelessly to eliminate waste and the efficiencies of 
his factories.2  

By establishing benchmarks for the work performed, leaders 
can begin to create opportunities that allow their employees to 
work smarter, not harder. Wasted movement is one example. A 
leader can improve working conditions just by evaluating the 
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environment and designing the workspace in such a way that 
allows employees to accomplish the most work with the least 
number of steps and movement.2  

Reduce effort, improve productivity
Standard work is so important for the SPD. It serves as a 

fundamental platform for continuous improvement and defines 
the steps needed to complete a process and make corrections to 
that work. For example, rearranging the location of supplies and 
workstations can save not only steps but also add time to an SP 
technician’s day by allowing them to accomplish more work in 
the same amount of time.  

Continuous workflow
Workflow patterns can have a dramatic effect on SP 

professionals’ ability to work efficiently.  Case carts are one 
example. In many facilities across the country, the operating 
room (OR) will generally wait until it has several instrument sets 
or case carts before returning to the SPD (perhaps, assuming it 
would be easier for the SPD to reprocess in that manner). This 
is generally referred to as “batching,” but what the OR fails to 
understand is the number of responsibilities the SPD has, or the 
cycle times required for each step in the decontamination and 
reassembly process. Batching instruments and case carts increases 
workload, reduces the ability to reprocess instrumentation timely 
and generates waste. Delivering items to the SPD after each use 
allows those items to be reprocessed as they are received and 
keeps instrumentation and equipment moving throughout the day.  

Windows of opportunity
Employees in one SPD spent hours walking to various parts 

of the hospital to collect instrumentation and durable medical 
equipment, and then returning those items. Not only was this 
a waste of time, it took a toll on those employees, creating low 
employee satisfaction and high turnover. The process took staff 
away from their core duties and required four additional full-time 
equivalents (FTEs). A review of this process was evaluated, and 
simple solutions were provided to the senior leaders.  The new 
process proposed was to create a delivery and pick-up process 
that was accomplished in one step. The construction of a window 
— similar to a fast food drive-thru — would be created in a 
central hallway near the SPD. A representative from the various 
units of the hospital would deliver used equipment and receive 
a new like item before leaving.  The savings realized allowed the 
SPD to reallocate the four FTEs in other areas of the department, 
which improved various efficiencies and the customer experience.      
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Walking a mile in their shoes
Another SPD employee walked 25 feet to the rack containing 

blue wrapping material, and then walked back to the wrapping 
table. The recommendation was made to move it closer to where 
the work was being performed. After demonstrating their efforts 
using a spaghetti diagram, the employees could see every step 
they made to and from that location. Each step was counted, 
timed, and calculated based on the number of instrument 
sets wrapped per shift. The visual representation of their work 
demonstrated how hard they worked in just that one aspect of 
their job. Once staff understood the process and were given the 
autonomy to decide its new location, they positioned the rack 
next to the wrapping station. This simple maneuver saved nearly 
6,000 steps and added 90 minutes of productivity to each shift. 

Conclusion
Change can be difficult. Developing processes that promote 

rational, logical, and efficient workflow will help the SPD bring 

value to their customers, allow them to accomplish more with the 
available resources and keep employees satisfied with their jobs. 

Leaders should not be afraid to go where the work is being 
done and get their hands dirty, so to speak. Leaders should 
encourage their staff to voice their concerns and challenges – and 
then ask them how and what they would do to get the work 
done or change the process to improve the working environment. 
Employees are creative resources and are proud of what they 
do. There is no one better to provide input than those who do 
the work every day. 

With some smart data analysis, clinical expertise and a commit-
ment to improvement, SP leaders can create an environment that 
improves the health and safety of their employees and patients, 
meets customers’ needs and builds something of which everyone 
in the department can be proud.    

David L. Taylor, MSN, RN, CNOR, is an independent hospital 
and ambulatory surgery center consultant and the principal of 
Resolute Advisory Group LLC in San Antonio, Texas. 
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Developing processes that promote rational, logical, and 
efficient workflow will help the SPD bring value to their 
customers, allow them to accomplish more with the 
available resources and keep employees satisfied with 
their jobs. 
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