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This series of self-study lesson plans was 
developed by HSPA. Certified Registered 
Central Service Technician (CRCST) lessons 
provide members and certification holders 
with ongoing education on core Sterile 
Processing-related topics and processes. 
Purdue University’s Extended Campus and 
HSPA both offer grading opportunities.

Earn Continuing Education Credits

Online: Visit www.myhspa.org for  
online grading.

By mail: For written grading of individual 
lessons, send completed quiz and $15 to: 
Purdue Online – Central Service
Young Hall, Room 405
155 S. Grant St.
West Lafayette, IN 47907

Scoring: Each quiz with a passing score 
is worth two continuing education (CE) 
credits toward your CRCST recertification 
(12 credits).

Subscription series: Purdue Extended 
Campus offers an annual mail-in or online 
self-study lesson subscription for $75 (six 
specific lessons worth two credits each 
toward CRCST recertification of  
12 credits). Call 765.494.0959 for details.

More information: HSPA provides 
online grading service for any of the 
Lesson Plan varieties. Note: Purdue 
University provides grading services 
ONLY for CRCST and CIS lessons. Direct 
any questions about online grading to 
HSPA at 312.440.0078. Questions about 
written grading are answered by Purdue 
University at 765.494.0959. 

 Standard Works Support Best
Practices in Sterile Processing

T he phrase “the way we’ve always 
done it” has a particular hold 
on the Sterile Processing (SP) 
industry and its professionals. 

Charged with having upstanding morals 
and ethics, SP professionals are required 
to maintain a level of performance that 
consistently contributes to the patient 
safety story. The tone of SP within this 
story, however, is determined by more 
than best intentions and hope. While 
we recognize that the healthcare field 
is always growing and changing, how 
quickly and accurately information is 
disseminated throughout the Sterile 
Processing department (SPD) varies 
greatly. Concerns with compliance and 
best practices may only be brought 
to the forefront when site surveyors 
and regulatory agencies are at the 
department’s front door. The hustle 
and bustle of reactivity causes anxiety 
and rushed decision making among 
leadership in the Operating Room 
(OR) and the SPD. It then spreads to 
the frontline in the form of panic and 
concern. When an SPD’s processes and 

practices haven’t been cross-referenced 
between changes in procedures, 
standards and regulations, there is an 
overwhelming concern with the SP 
team’s ability to discern best practices 
from acquired habits and implemented 
systems.

Objective 1: Explore the role 
of education in forming or 
replacing acquired habits
For a professional to achieve consistent 
results, regardless of their field, they 
must be trained accordingly. Training 
is the action of teaching somebody a 
particular skill.¹ The effectiveness of 
training will ultimately be shaped by 
the professional’s behavior, ability to 
interpret, and critical- and cognitive- 
thinking skills. While the educator or 
trainer may be delivering a consistent 
expectation and relaying a desired 
outcome, SP professionals may not 
understand how to achieve it. Facilities 
may often prefer that organized 
activities be the only form of imparting 
instructions that ultimately contribute 
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to their team’s performance. The 
demonstrated level of knowledge that 
is observed in departmental outcomes, 
however, is often shaped more by the 
influence and support of professional 
colleagues. 

This is the eternal battle of formal 
versus informal training.2 Formal 
training attempts to relay clear end goals, 
job responsibilities and broad processes 
to support departmental processes and 
procedures. Informal training, on the 
other hand, creates relationships between 
departmental colleagues as they reach 
out and connect with one another in an 
attempt to execute the responsibilities 
and goals they learned in formal training. 
Both types of training will contribute to 
the acquired habits of new and long-
standing employees until the end of 
their employment. Given that one of 
the goals of management is to achieve 
and maintain full staffing, the ability 
to sustain and support their team is 
imperative. 

Acquired habits that vary from 
professional to professional create 
an endless cycle of inconsistencies in 
perception, comprehension and process 
execution. While such habits may assist 
SP professionals in the initial training 
phase, process improvement and team 
support become arduous and exhausting 
for management or their education team. 
Often, leaders become frustrated because 
they know they have explained certain 
things only to be met with: “I do it like 
this,” “Well, that’s not how I was shown,” 
or “This is how I’ve always done it.”

Objective 2: Review applicable 
quality management tools, 
including standard operating 
procedures and standard work 
documents
There are tools that can lessen the 
frequency of inconsistency in practices 
and encourage a clear understanding 

of expectations. Quality management 
systems (QMS) are developed to create 
a structure for professional expectations 
and practices. In short, a QMS is a 
system of documented processes, 
procedures and responsibilities 
that define tangible ways to achieve 
departmental policies and objectives.³

As the SPD’s high-level demands 
are outlined in our QMS, we can 
begin to hone in on specific goals and 
expectations with the use of standard 
operating procedures (SOPs). SOPs 
are designed to help break down the 
most complex processes into the 
steps necessary to achieve the desired 
outcome. The idea is that if the SOP 
is performed the same way, every 
time, then the same outcome can be 
expected. SOPs are used to define the 
successful outcomes of the processes in 
an assigned area, such as assembly or 
decontamination.

Within an SOP, there may be steps 
that need further elaboration or 
explanation. It is important to not 
bog down the SOP with extensive 
explanation. This further elaboration 
can be detailed using a standard work 
document or standard works (SWs). 
SWs are an excellent way to detail, 
demonstrate and even teach particular 
skills necessary to daily SP practices. 
An SW document often includes the 
assignment area, responsible team 
members, scope of work, skill or task 
it will define, and number of steps in 
sequential order that are expected to be 
performed.⁴ The intention and purpose 
is to stabilize a process and increase 
consistency by supporting the SP 
professional with clear expectations and 
explaining the indicators used in quality 
control and assessments.

For example, a decontamination SOP 
may include a process step that instructs 
the technician to: “Use the three sinks, 
along with physical and chemical 

cleaning, to remove residual debris and 
bioburden.” An SW detailing how to 
use the three sinks in accordance with 
department best practices is necessary 
to assure the process is completed the 
same way by everyone. This is beneficial 
to a new technician who may have never 
been in decontamination, a professional 
who has never worked in a facility with 
three sinks in decontamination, and 
even the most senior colleague who has 
not reassessed their acquired habits in a 
number of years. 

Objective 3: Discuss the 
similarities and differences 
between best practices and 
recommended practices
The most significant effects of quality 
SWs in the SPD are their ability to 
promote industry standards. While 
regulatory compliance will always reign 
supreme (hence the hustle and bustle 
when site surveyors are due), standards 
are left to the interpretation of the 
professionals charged with applying 
them. It’s not like there is strong 
language like “must,” “have to,” or “will” 
driving their applications. Rather, there 
are terms like “shall, “should,” “could” 
or “ought to” that may make standards 
and professional practices more difficult 
to assert in the SPD. Industry standards 
have recommended practices suggested 
by the working group members of the 
standard committees. SWs and best 
practices are implemented to encourage 
and give more authority to industry 
standards and recommended practices.

Best practices are processes that are 
proven to lead to optimal efficiency and 
results outlined by SWs.⁵ An example 
of a best practice in the three-sink SW 
mentioned above is that “a sink is filled 
with warm water within the detergent’s 
parameters before adding the detergent, 
in an attempt to minimize foaming.” 
This is an industry-recommended 
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practice that is taught in many SP 
technical certificate programs. It can be 
included in the detergent’s instructions 
for use (IFU), decrease the chance of a 
safety event, and control the spread of 
pathogenic debris. This best practice is 
taught during training in an attempt to 
minimize these concerns.

Best practices also perpetuate a 
department’s culture. There is power in 
an SP team that can confirm that what 
they are doing is valid and supported 
by their leadership and industry. 
There will be many instances when 
SP professionals are challenged to 
perform tasks outside of best practice 
by individuals who are unaware of 
industry recommendations or who may 
benefit from process deviation. Best 
practices that mirror industry standards, 
ones that are not only encouraged 
by leadership but also ingrained 
in the training process, provide SP 
professionals with the evidence and 
confidence they may need in situations 
that require them to advocate for patient 
safety. Not following best practices also 
affects an SPD’s culture by perpetuating 
multiple ways to perform a single 
process. While personal best practices 
may have been created with the best 
intentions, the individual may not 
have had the information necessary 
to determine if their way was the best 
way of doing it. This is where the idea 
of “doing things my way” can cause 
friction and process deviation from 
the department’s expected way of 
performing a process.

The creation or updating of SWs is 
also an excellent way to determine if 
best practices need to be reevaluated. 
If multiple professionals have different 
ways of filling the sink with water and 
detergent, it is department leadership’s 
duty to investigate this. SWs and best 
practices are not above reassessment 
simply because they were determined 

and taught. If the SP industry has taught 
us anything, it is that healthcare and 
surgery are evolving every day along with 
the products used by the profession. It 
is necessary that best practices and SWs 
are evaluated for applicability, accuracy 
and actionability. Maybe the pump is 
broken so professionals are pouring their 
own detergent into the sink. Perhaps 
the detergent-to-water ratio is off and 
providing too much detergent. There are 
a number of reasonable possibilities that 
may be causing the sink to have foam. 
Before determining that the deviation 
is done out of professional spite or 
laziness, be sure to investigate the reasons 
thoroughly.

Conclusion
The QMS family is very similar to the 
professionals within the SPD. There 
will always be the colleague who wishes 
all standards were regulations. These 
technicians truly have hearts of gold 
and only want the best for the patients 
they serve. There will also be the SP 
technician who has a different way of 
doing a process each time. This person 
could offer insight into how current 
practices and SWs may be optimized or 
improved upon. And every department 
has one or two colleagues who have an 
ability to inspire those around them. 
This is why every SPD needs to have 
SWs that align with best practices. 
They provide a point of reference 
for all department professionals. 
Conversation and discussion around the 
documents’ applicability, accuracy and 
actionability are the goals of a sound 
QMS. The conversation may include 
some inquisitive and even disgruntled 
voices, but it will help provide the route 
for understanding and, ultimately, 
hopefully, process improvement. As 
we all know, a quiet department is no 
good—and we’re not referring to the 
noise of the equipment.  
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1. Regulations and best practices are:
a. Requirements that must be 

followed
b. The same as standard operating 

procedures (SOPs)
c. Part of the acquired habit process
d. None of the above

2. Best practices provide:
a. Further evidence for processes 

detailed in SWs
b. Regulatory standards of care
c. The best way to train employees 

according to U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) 
requirements

d. The only correct way to do a 
process

3. Best practices and SWs have little or 
no effect on the Sterile Processing 
department (SPD) culture.
a. True
b. False

4. One of the A’s used to assess SWs is:
a. Association 
b. Authority
c. Accuracy 
d. All the above

5. Best practices that mirror industry 
standards provide support to Sterile 
Processing (SP) technicians when they 
are faced with difficult situations and 
conversations.
a. True
b. False

6. Training results will be affected by an 
SP technician’s: 
a. Behavior, seniority and title 
b. Behavior and critical– and 

cognitive-thinking skills
c. Behavior, cognitive thinking, and 

memorization skills
d. Title, experience and attitude

7. Which term is often present in 
regulations?
a. Must
b. Have to
c. Will
d. All the above

8. Which term is an indication of 
standard recommendations?
a. Should
b. Have to
c. Do it as stated
d. None of the above

9. Acquired habits can be indicated by 
the phrase:
a. “I do it like this.”
b. “Well, that’s not how I was shown.”
c. “This is how I’ve always done it.” 
d. All the above

10. An experienced SP technician never 
has to receive training after their initial 
onboarding.
a. True
b. False

11. Achieving consistent results requires:
a. Standards
b. Regulations
c. Training
d. Organized activity
 

12. Formal education:
a. Creates relationships that lead to 

promotions
b. Relays clear end goals
c. Is only required for new hires
d. Is typically unstructured
 

13. An SW document:
a. Is part of a job description
b. Breaks down a complex process
c. Details the steps in an SOP
d. None of the above
 

14. Quality SWs:
a. Do not need to be reassessed
b. Promote industry standards
c. Can cause process deviation
d. Are most useful in facilities with 

high procedural volume 
 

15. Ingraining best practices into the 
training process:
a. Is a requirement of The Joint 

Commission (TJC) and the 
Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) 

b. Provides extra confidence when 
technicians advocate for patient 
safety

c. Is rarely beneficial or necessary
d. Is a regulatory requirement for 

each SW practice
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