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For some expensive or seldom used reusable medical devices, only one model is available 
in our hospital, making accidental peroperative loss of sterile state an acute problem.  
The aim of this work was to develop a check-list to guide surgical teams’ decision-making 
when this occurs. 

A multidisciplinary group, associating the Infection Control and Prevention, Surgical 
Coordination and Sterilization Departments, used a stepwise clinical path methodology. 
Three decision-making steps were identified:  
- surgical and instrumental alternatives,  
- sterilization alternatives,  
- postoperative actions.  
The check-list includes medical risk analysis at every step. 

When a one-of-a-kind instrument accidentally loses its sterile state, first must be 
considered its replacement (by an identical or equivalent device from another box or 
another surgical unit), then a change (or postponement) of surgical procedure. Surgical and 
anesthesiological risks are evaluated and checked, and if no alternative can be found the 
process moves on to consider sterilization options. These are either manual cleaning 
followed by sterilization or, if a four-hour wait is impossible, management by the surgical 
unit using a degraded process of thorough manual cleaning followed by high-level 
disinfection with peracetic acid. Finally, whatever solution was chosen, the check-list is 
consigned to the patient’s medical record and clinical follow-up is mandatory at 6 and 12 
months post-operative. The incident must be reported to the hospital’s Risk Management 
Department. 

This check-list enables a haste-free, systematic decision-making process, allowing careful 
risk analysis at every step. The ultimate degraded option of manual cleaning and high-level 
disinfection is an improvement on currently observed practices. However, provisions must 
be made to insure the procedure is not resorted to for readily available instruments or 
single-use or implantable devices. Indeed, our check-list applies only to reusable medical 
devices. Analysis of incident reports should help finding long-term solutions to recurring 
issues (for example: purchase of instruments). 


