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Certified Healthcare Leadership (CHL) lessons 
provide members with ongoing education focusing 
on supervisory or management issues. These 
lessons are designed for CHL recertification, but 
can be of value to any CRCST in a management or 
supervisory role.

Earn Continuing Education Credits:

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

By mail: Mailed submissions to IAHCSMM will not 
be graded and will not be granted a point value
(paper/pencil grading of the CHL Lesson Plans is
not available through IAHCSMM or Purdue 
University; IAHCSMM accepts only online 
subscriptions).

Scoring: Each online quiz with a passing score 
is worth 2 contact hours toward your CHL 
recertification (6 hours) or CRCST recertification 
(12 hours).

More information: IAHCSMM provides online 
grading service for any of the Lesson Plan varieties. 
Purdue University provides grading services 
solely for CRCST and CIS lessons. Direct any 
questions about online grading to IAHCSMM at 
312.440.0078.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
1. Identify challenges and constraints to successful change
2. Identify strategies to foster staff buy-in
3. Create a rollout plan for sustained change

How to Create Sustainable 
Change in Sterile Processing

H
ow many times have you 
made changes in your Sterile 
Processing department (SPD), 
only to return a week later 

and find nothing has happened? Were you 
able to determine why or did you just get 
frustrated and give up? It seems that just 
the word “change” can make staff roll their 
eyes, tense their shoulders and let out deep 
sighs. What if you were able to switch the 
negative connotation of the word “change” 
to a positive, moving phrase embraced by 
staff? This lesson highlights ways to help 
transform change into a positive force that 
engages staff members and propels SPDs 
forward.

Objective 1: Identify challenges and 
constraints to successful change 
Staff is one of the biggest challenges to 
change. Most people follow work routines. 
They go to work at the same time, park 
in the same place, use the same locker, 
put on the same uniform, and go to 
the same workstation. Routine breeds 
comfort and confidence, and change 
introduces unfamiliarity. Change can 
create uncertainty, discomfort, chaos and, 
at times, feelings of anger or unhappiness. 

Let’s look at the following example: a 
manager tells staff members to only use 

a certain ultrasonic cleaner for DaVinci 
robotic instruments. A week later, the 
manager sees a staff member using the 
wrong ultrasonic cleaner. The manager 
reprimands the staff member and reminds 
all in the department to only use the one 
ultrasonic cleaner. A month later, the 
manager finds a different staff member 
using the wrong ultrasonic cleaner. 
The manager becomes angry that staff 
members are not following the correct 
process. Staff are not happy because they 
are unable to keep up when using just 
one ultrasonic cleaner. They resent this 
change (which they consider unnecessary) 
because both units provide clean devices. 
In this example, no clear instructions 
were given on how the change was to 
occur or why it should happen. Instead, 
only a directive was given (“Just do it.”) 
The result was frustrated staff, passive 
reactions and an “If I wait long enough, 
this change will go away” type thinking.  

Employees might have been more 
willing to make the change had they known 
that the second cleaner was not validated 
for use on those instruments and could 
leave hidden residual soils. In addition, the 
manager could have asked if the change 
would cause problems in processing, 
allowing a team-based plan to be created 
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that could have helped reduce or remove 
the negative effect on the staff members. 

People typically change for three 
reasons:
1. They suffer if they don’t change;
2. They receive a reward for making the 

change; and/or
3. The understand and agree that change 

is necessary.

The first two reasons are temporary. 
Staff members decide whether the effort 
is worth it. They might ask, “Is making 
the change worth the reward?”, “Will I 
be fired or lectured if I do it my way?” 
and “Will the manager eventually give 
up?” The third reason for change is the 
most enduring. When staff members 
understand and agree with the change, 
they will typically adopt it.  

Even when employees understand and 
agree with the change, other challenges may 
arise. Lacking necessary resources, proper 
training and management support can 
also lead to change failure. Removing these 
obstacles is top priority for success. To start, 
it’s important to determine those factors 
that will prevent or inhibit staff buy-in. 

Challenges and constraints to 
acceptance can come from many places. 
Examples include a lack of time to train, 
poor planning, short staffing, poor 
communication, and a failure to measure 
success. When planning to make a change, 
the plan should list actions to mitigate the 
challenges and constraints.

Some common challenges and 
constraints that can affect staff buy-in 
include:
• Disorganized initiation of change;
• Making change an option;
• Focusing on details and losing sight of 

results;
• Focusing on the results while ignoring 

the human elements;
• Making a change without soliciting 

input from those doing the task;
• Using external resources to implement 

change;
• Failing to consider employee 

recognition or compensation for 
achieving the change;

• Leadership that doesn’t commit to the 
change;

• Proposed change is too large and not 
achievable or too small to be significant; 
and

• Failing to follow through on the change.

Because the word “change” alone 
can conjure up the negative emotions 
and failures of the past, it may be 
helpful to consider replacing it with 
a fresh, positive description such as 
“process improvement.” It will also 
be helpful to establish a mission and 
vision statement for the department 
that includes staff input. Additionally, 
establish a departmental goal, such as 
“improved patient safety,” and post it in 
the department, so staff members can take 
pride in knowing they contribute to the 
wellbeing of the patient. Changes should 
reflect improvements for these core values.

Objective 2: Identify strategies to foster 
staff buy-in 
To help make employees better accept 
change, leaders should lend support 
through knowledge, resources and 
acknowledgement. Staff members must 
understand their role in the big picture. For 
many years, SP staff stayed within their four 
walls, typically in the basement, and had 
little contact with the outside world, except 
when dealing with calls from the Operating 
Room (OR). SP leaders should consider 
including other departments in routine 
staff education. Even something as simple 
as explaining what their department does 
and how the SP discipline impacts their 
service can go a long way in building staff 
knowledge, interdepartmental relationships 
and validation of their role in patient care. 
This also promotes staff self-esteem as 
employees begin to see themselves as peers 
and better understand the importance of 
their role in patient safety.

Staff training should include the 
why behind the change and its expected 
outcome. Whether the expected outcome is 
improved compliance, higher productivity 
or improved patient outcomes, there 
should be a means to measure success. 

Training should also cover the 
process, equipment and any tool that will 
be used to measure success. It also creates 
an opportunity to review the current 
processes and determine how the change 
fits into that process. When developing 
training and educational programs, it is 
important to consider the following four 
characteristics:
• Applicability: Staff must see how the 

training will improve their experience 
and outcomes when the change is 
applied.

• Adaptability: Training must be adapted 
to accommodate the needs of the 
organization and staff members doing 
the learning. For example, there may 
be one main training session for a large 
group, but new hires may receive the 
training through a video or one-on-
one instruction.

• Accessibility: Smaller training modules 
and use of online resources allow for 
training to be assigned when the need 
arises.

• Accountability: There must be 
validation of staff applying learned 
knowledge (e.g., competency 
assessment, etc.).

Generational differences must also 
be considered. Different age groups will 
have different reactions to change. There 
may be different learning styles as well as 
generational preferences for receipt and 
processing of information. A learning 
needs assessment may prove helpful in 
deciding the best way to implement the 
change and educate staff. 

Nothing stops change in its tracks like 
missing resources. Process improvement 
doesn’t happen in the manager’s office. 
Managers must walk through the 
workflow with staff members to find the 
challenges and constraints that affect 
the success of the process improvement. 
Equipment, personnel, training and 
workflow should all be considered. An 
action item list should be developed and 
reviewed with staff. Because staff do the 
work, they can aid in fine tuning the 
action item list. 
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Some resources may be more general 
in nature. The Human Resources 
department, for example, may supply staff 
members with tools to help them accept 
and handle change. Public support from 
upper management and C-suite also helps 
demonstrate support and commitment to 
the change.

Acknowledging successful change 
builds staff confidence and a sense of 
security. Recognition praises the success 
of the team and individual contributions. 
Prior to starting a process improvement 
plan, it will be helpful to find champions 
in the department. Selecting a 
champion, valuing their input and 
implementing their suggestions is a form 
of acknowledgement. Even passive or 
contradictory staff will be more engaged 
if they are given responsibility for a part 
of the plan. Be sure to provide champions 
with instructions, expectations, support 
and timelines.

Success should be measured with 
reasonable goals. It is helpful to break 
large goals into smaller ones and to 
build upon each smaller goal to achieve 
the desired outcome. Document the 
process and celebrate the milestones as 
this will encourage pride in a job well 
done and motivate staff to keep moving 
forward. Leaders must also not forget to 
look back at where they came from to 
celebrate where they (and the team) are 
today.

When the process improvement is 
related to a facility policy revision or 
company strategic goals, take time to plan 
the rollout. This includes acknowledging 
any personal feelings about the change. 
Managers must be a positive force for 
implementation. If staff members see an 
unsupportive manager, they often won’t 
support the change, either. 

The path to sustainable change is 
continual: as we embark upon the journey, 
we may find obstacles that block our 
path. When that happens, it is important 
not to become discouraged because this 
may redirect the team to find a different 
solution that better fits the desired 
outcome.

Objective 3: Create a rollout plan for 
sustained change 
Sustained change cannot be attained 
by a single person. There must be an 
invested group of staff members to create 
sustainability. Finding change champions 
to aid in implementing, monitoring and 
fine tuning the change process as it moves 
along will go a long way toward achieving 
lasting change.

Leaders (champions) should be 
prepared for the challenges they will 
face. First, it is important to clarify the 
expectations, outline the tasks and list the 
priorities of the job. Questions to review 
with the leader include:
• Is the job, as outlined, achievable with 

the people and time allotted? Is the 
department staffed to produce or staffed 
to improve?

• Is the change a problem solver or a 
problem preventer?

• What is the change and why is it 
needed?

• How does change relate to our strategies 
and objectives?

Before assigning staff to manage 
the project, it is important to assess 
the gap between their current skill and 
performance and the expectations of 
managing the process improvement. 
There may be a need for further training 
and education to prepare them to manage 
the process. Review the plan developed 
to mitigate project risk and engage staff. 
Prepare the change champions and 
provide proper resources that remove 
obstacles preventing successful outcomes.

When the change is ready to be 
implemented, consider the timing of the 
rollout. If it is an immediate change that 
must occur, invite other stakeholders 
to the implementation rollout, so staff 
members understand the urgency and 
expected outcome. If it is a house-
wide change, work with departmental 
customers to schedule an uninterrupted 
staff meeting that coincides with theirs, so 
there is minimal disruption of service.

When implementing a change process, 
it is important to have staff ’s undivided 

attention. This may require scheduling a 
staff meeting outside of the department 
(such as in a conference room), so there are 
minimal interruptions. Allow enough time 
to explain the process, expected outcomes 
and timelines and give sufficient time for 
questions and feedback. Managers must be 
clear that the change will be implemented; 
however, staff input should be solicited and 
valued to aid in the success of the change. 

After change is implemented, it is 
important to follow up with the staff 
members and audit the process to not 
only ensure the journey stays the course, 
but also to identify areas that may need 
adjusting to keep the process moving in a 
positive direction. Follow-up and auditing 
on a routine basis will show management 
commitment to the success of the change 
process and will also ensure staff have 
a voice regarding what is working and 
what is not. This allows leaders to revise 
their plan for further improvement and 
keep the change journey moving forward. 
If leaders do not check and audit, old 
habits can creep back in and make change 
unsustainable. 

Finally, it is important to celebrate the 
success of each incremental goal. Staff 
members will feel good about their role in 
the process and continue to serve as the 
engine that moves process improvement 
forward. 

Conclusion
Change is born from future planning 

for successful outcomes or a negative 
event that required an action to prevent 
recurrence. Leaders are better served to 
view continuous process improvement as 
a norm in their daily work life. While this 
may not mitigate every risk, it will provide 
a roadmap to sustainable change that is 
preventive, not just reactive. 
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