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The decontamination of surgical instruments is the essential first step in reprocessing. 

This is because items that are not clean can never truly be effectively sterilized. This is on of the 
key take home messages of this lecture.  

The Decontamination process begins in the Operating theatre of clinical setting as soon 
as the instruments the items are done being used. During longer procedures care for instruments 
can be taken by wiping them of soil and debris during the procedure. Care must be taken not to 
use saline or betadine. Water is preferred. Neutral PH is essential to avoid damage to the surface 
of the steel. Wiping soil or blood off the instrument as soon as possible is key. Post procedure 
Enzymes are preferred to assist with the break down of fibrin and albumin which is common in 
blood. If not available avoiding the drying of blood can be achieved by covering the instruments 
with a moist towels and processing them as soon as possible. 

Sharps should also be considered at this point for staff safety. They should be segregated 
if possible and in the closed position. Care must be taken when transporting the items to the 
processing area. Staff safety and care of the instrumentation must be considered. Closed 
container systems are available on the market.  Proper PPE (personal protection equipment) must 
be used for employee safety before processing begins. This would consist of eye, hand and face 
protection and impervious gown/aprons.  

Manufacturer’s Instructions for Use or I.F.U.‘s would be followed for any type of 
reprocessing. Devices can typically either be manually cleaned or sent through an Automated 
Washer Disinfector. Processing areas must consist of a dirty to clean workflow if the actual 
decontamination are cannot be segregated from the “clean” side. A technician would start 
cleaning the items in the sink and move them to a “clean” area on the counter if space is limited 
for further processing.  

Generally speaking instruments need to sorted and the box lock hinge areas opened for 
cleaning and processing. Care must be taken with sharps. Dedicated specific cleaning devices are 
economically available in today’s market. Devices require specific sizes and dimensions for 
cleaning brushes according to their IFU’s. Brushes must be made for the medical market or they 
can and will destroy the instruments by scratching the passivation layer on the stainless steel. 
Some devices require sonication which is achieved using an ultrasonic cleaner. These units use 
cavitation to create small air bubbles which implode and pull debris from small areas and 
crevices. Facilities should not only have and follow the most current IFU’s but they must also be 
available in the areas where there they are needed. Facilities should audit their processes and 
create a cleaning verification process. This would essentially test the system of cleaning being 
used in a standardized and regular basis. Regardless if manual or mechanical processing occurs 
there are tools and devices to assist with this. Facilities should consider implementing a training 
program for the technicians that process devices. Certification is available and becoming 
required in most states in hospital facilities. Ongoing training should be made available and 
technicians can look for local resources such as a local IAHCSMM 
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(International Association of Healthcare Central Service Materials Management-
IAHCSMM.org) chapter for educational seminars and resources.  There are technician study and 
workbooks available to assist with all of these areas. There are also online resources available to 
assist with the most current and up to date IFU’s for medical devices A great resource for 
material is the Association for the Advancement of Medical Instrumentations AAMI ST79 2010. 
AAMI.org 

And the Instrument Prep Working Groups “proper Maintenance of Instruments” 
commonly known as the “German Red Book” and the groups other book “Proper Care of 
Instruments in Veterinary Surgery”.  
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