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In our next two Expert Series articles, we’ll introduce a high-level
view of how a process improvement project could work within a
Sterile Processing Department using a common methodology that
comes from the Six-Sigma system of process improvement, called
DMAIC (Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve and Control). 

This methodology can help you make small, incremental
improvements to your current processes that can have a big impact
on your surgical equipment repair budget and provide you with
key data to demonstrate value to your hospital leaders. 

Here’s how this can look:

Define
First, clearly identify the “why” of your project. 
For example, if you are focused on reducing repairs – or associated
spend – a good place to start is by understanding your most
common types of instrument and equipment damage. Your current
repair vendor should be able to provide you with this data and
spend by modality (EX: flexible endoscopes). 

Another option is to work with your supply chain partners to
determine how much money was spent on repairs in the previous
year.Even if you can’t immediately determine “how” the damage
happened, knowing how much you spent is a good starting place to
understand how much savings opportunity exist.

Measure
In “measure”, our goal is to identify the patterns of process failures
so we can focus on “the significant few,” or the 2-4 things that can
have the greatest impact. Please note, it might be tempting to
address every deficiency as you see them happening, but I caution
against this unless there is an immediate risk to patient or worker
safety.

To help you get started, you can utilize this surgical equipment and
instrument damage prevention audit tool – which covers multiple
modalities – to help you assess your current processes and capture
any failures or gaps as they are observed. 

To see the larger patterns, several audits should be performed
across multiple shifts, staff and physicians.

We’ll cover the rest of the DMAIC methodology for process
improvement in part 2.
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