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Overview:

Health care systems are increasingly called to reduce their environmental footprint, while
continuing to deliver high-quality, safe, and cost-effective care. The operating room is one of the
most resource-intensive areas of the hospital, generating disproportionate amounts of waste
and greenhouse gas emissions, much of it driven by single-use disposable supplies such as
paper surgical gowns. Transitioning from disposable to reusable cloth surgical gowns represents
a practical, evidence-based opportunity to reduce waste, lower carbon emissions, and achieve
long-term cost savings without compromising patient safety or clinical performance.

We aim to support SSO members who are interested in making this transition in their own health
care systems by providing clear, actionable guidance that addresses clinical, operational,
financial, and cultural considerations—enabling surgical teams to align sustainability with
safety, efficiency, and professional responsibility.

This toolkit serves as an introductory guide to the process of creating change in your own
organization in a US context. You may need to make adjustments to fit the specifics of your own
institution. Allow yourself 6-12 months to get through this process! This document will
describe how to assess your current process, the financial information you will need, how to
engage key stakeholders, plan implementation of the change and evaluate the intervention.
These steps may not occur sequentially, and you will likely work on several aspects in parallel.
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Baseline Analysis

The first step in this journey is to determine the current state of your

institution. Important questions include any history of reusable gowns, factors

leading to the transition to disposables, current laundry services, and

sterilization services. Determine if there is a sustainability committee and any
prior sustainability initiatives. Start with OR and sterile processing department (SPD) leadership,
who should have much of this information. A list of questions to consider:

e Arereusable gowns available?

e Whois the current gown vendor?

e Are cloth caps allowed?

e Who wears cloth caps?

e What entity provides laundry services for your hospital (internal vs external)

e Isthere capacity with that laundry service to accommodate reusable sterile gowns?
e Isthere a sustainability committee in the organization that you can work with?

Gain an understanding of the workflow for your institution in terms of laundry collection,
laundering, folding, sterilization and packaging. As you meet with people, you can gauge interest
and attitudes towards sustainability initiatives. Discuss with other surgeons and determine if
there is broad interest in sustainability, or at least reusable gowns and cloth caps. This
information will shape your next steps, clarify what data you should bring to meetings, and
potential data and information that will be needed to promote support for this initiative.

Stakeholder Engagement
/Q\ﬁ L .
O O It will be critical to identify and engage stakeholders throughout this
@' = process. Define the vision and clarify the objectives and metrics of success.
\O The objective can be as simple as reducing OR waste, with metrics of waste
volume and cost savings from reduced waste. Different stakeholders may
align with different angles of the initiative, so be prepared to pivot from sustainability objectives
to cost savings, for example. There will be stakeholders at all levels of the organization, and you
will need all of them! Take advantage of meetings like department faculty meetings to socialize
the initiative and solicit feedback. One-on-one conversations will allow you to assess the degree
of support and identify potential hurdles. If there is no sustainability committee in your
organization, consider establishing one. Acommon source of pushback for cloth caps involves
guidelines from national societies. Click here for current AORN guidelines on surgical attire. The

organization no longer recommends disposable versus reusable caps, and states that each
facility should determine what is acceptable and how reusable caps should be laundered.


https://www.aorn.org/article/reduce-risk-of-ssis-from-surgical-attire-stethoscopes-personal-items#:%7E:text=Scrub%20apparel%20is%20defined%20as,laundering%20frequency%20and%20laundering%20method.

Hospital Internal Stakeholders:

OR team: surgeons, surgical technicians, nurses
OR leadership

Clinical educators (RN and MD)
Surgery Department leadership
Nursing leadership

Infection Prevention & Control team
Environmental Services

Supply Chain/ Purchasing Department
Sterile Processing Department
Laundry/Linen Services

Risk Management / Compliance

External stakeholders will have very different motivations. An independent laundry service that

doesn’t offer gown sterilization may not see any financial gain to taking on reusable gowns and
may not be able to handle the increased volume or additional processes associated with sterile
surgical gowns. Regulatory agencies require that reusable gowns provide the same level of

protection as disposable gowns, and employers are responsible for ensuring that proper
processes are in place. Institutional stakeholders will need to engage with external stakeholders
to address these issues.

External Stakeholders:

Reusable gown manufacturers

Medical laundry/sterilization service providers

Local health department or regulatory agencies

Hospital sustainability networks/groups

Funding sources/ grant providers for sustainability efforts

Stakeholders’ needs and motivations will vary, be prepared to tap into the relevant motivations
for each group you speak with. Consider the following:

Patient safety

Workflow efficiency

Evidence-based practices

Financial implications (capital investment, potential savings)
Regulatory compliance

Institutional reputation

Reliability of vendor(s), product quality



Financial and Business Case Development
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—— There will be data that you will need to collect from your institution, and data

that you can bring to the institution regarding cost/savings for this initiative:

e What is the cost of disposable gowns, and are the gowns bundled with
other products? Is there a supply chain contract to consider? OR leadership and SPD
should have this information.

e What additional infrastructure needs to be developed, including machines and people?

e Consider options of developing capacity internally vs outsourcing laundering/sterilization
of the gowns

e Cloth caps can be laundered with other hospital laundry. They should be recognizable
and/or labelled with the owner’s name

Start with your SPD to understand where current gowns come from (supplier), whether cloth
gowns have ever been used and whether there is any capacity to do so. Approximately 80% of
surgical gowns today in the US are disposable, thus it is unlikely your SPD will have capacity to
take on sterilization of reusable gowns. You should be able to determine the cost per gown for
your disposables as well as volume used.

Determine where your hospital laundry goes; there is a wide variety of arrangements for hospital
laundry, from internal local operations, external local operations, internal off-site or highly
centralized facilities that may be internal or external. You should have a manager for laundry
services and executive leadership for this service.

Considerations for the financial plan include the cost of the gowns and a tracking system, often
RFID, to monitor the number of uses. Assuming your organization does not currently have the
ability to sterilize surgical gowns, there will need to be an initial investment, whether an upgrade
to internal laundry or contracting with an external facility. This investment will quickly pay
dividends, but hospital and/or system leadership will need to be engaged and supportive.
Examples of savings and success stories you can bring to your leadership:

NOVO Health Services

Crown Laundry News

American Reusable Textile Association
Unitex

You may encounter less resistance with a staged approach to reusable sterile gowns. Reusable
isolation gowns are typically offered by the same companies and are easier to manage as they
are not sterilized. The cost savings and environmental benefits are just as significant.


https://www.novohealthservices.com/index.php/news/109-the-business-case-for-reusable-textiles#:%7E:text=The%20hospital%20system%27s%20vice%20president,recovered%20surgical%20instruments%2C%20he%20said
https://www.crownlaundry.com/news/reusable-textiles-for-healthcare/#:%7E:text=Reusable%20underpads%20and%20OR%20linens,often%20came%20at%20a%20premium
https://www.arta1.com/The-Business-Case#:%7E:text=Reusable%20Textiles:%20A%20Profitable%20Rx,into%20a%2050%25%20cost%20savings
https://www.unitex.com/reusable-vs-disposable-healthcare/#:%7E:text=Regulatory%20and%20Compliance%20Aspects,associated%20with%20waste%20disposal%20compliance

Vendor Selection

x ! ! x
& & Identifying the appropriate product for each institution is a personalized

process; multiple options are available. Reusable surgical gowns may be

purchased from large healthcare suppliers such as Cardinal Health,

Medline, SRI Healthcare or Standard Textile. Other companies such as
Harmony Lab may act as a third-party supplier for gowns. Independent garment companies have
been developing medical grade products with greater attention to user comfort and
sustainability. LaForma Medical, for example, started with performance athletic wear and has
diversified into reusable isolation and surgical gowns. With the background of performance
athletic wear, the gowns are lightweight, breathable, and still meet all regulatory fluid protection
metrics. LaForma Medical will provide workflow development assistance when an institution is
transitioning to reusable gowns. Other companies will simply sell the gowns. Most reusable
surgical gowns are approved for 75 washes; an RFID system can be used to track the number of
washes. Examples of reusable gown suppliers:

La Forma
Medline

Standard Textile

SRI Healthcare

Vendors for cloth caps are plentiful, and some OR staff make their own. Different sizes, fabrics
and styles are available. There is an element of trial and error for people to find a comfortable
cap but there is not much variation in price.

Implementation

]
= - Theimplementation plan will depend on the details of your organization
and the structure you have developed so far during this process. Allow
A

plenty of time for education of all stakeholders, feedback and adjustments

to the process. Hold in-service training sessions for OR staff and surgeons so they can practice
donning the gown. Have posters or quick-reference guides in the OR and consider selecting a
few “champions” who are available to help and answer questions. Determine what metrics you
will follow, such as how many pounds of waste are avoided, cost savings, or even carbon offset.
Provide periodic feedback to staff, surgeons, and leadership regarding progress and metrics of
success.


https://laformamed.com/
https://www.medline.com/category/Reusable-Surgical-Gowns/Z05-CA07_02_02_03_02/products
https://www.standardtextile.com/category/surgical/surgical-gown/
https://www.sri-healthcare.com/index.php/products-services/reusable-surgical-solutions/reusable-staff-protection

Hold an in-service to showcase the reusable gowns, discuss any changes in workflow and
answer questions

Share safety data and cost savings with all stakeholders

Pick a target date for implementation and advertise widely and frequently

Consider starting with a pilot. Select a small group of surgeons or an OR area to test the initiative.

This will allow all parts of the system to assess their workflow and trouble-shoot.

Once your pilot is successful you can take the next step and roll-out to a larger number of

surgeons and ORs. Depending on the size of your organization this may happen in a stepwise

fashion to allow for ongoing process adjustment. For example, the main hospital in a multi-
hospital system may undertake the transition, with other hospitals following suit in a planned

fashion.
Measurement, Reporting, and Sustainability
Ll Evaluation should start at the same time as implementation. A successful
°\o/°_-\° initiative to introduce reusable cap and gowns into any health system will
T = " require an ongoing and iterative evaluation process consisting of measuring

outcomes, reporting these back to stakeholders and ensuring sustainability of

the initiative by making the necessary changes prompted by feedback from the evaluation

process.

We suggest using the SMART framework (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-
bound metrics) during implementation and maintenance of the program. For an example of a

comprehensive evaluation of a successful implementation project, please visit this link from

CASCADES. Possible examples of quantitative metrics include:

Monthly observations of percent uptake of reusable scrub caps and surgical gowns as
measured by observation of a random sample of operating rooms

Quarterly cost savings generated

Waste generation by weight in operating room trash bags

Monthly count of opened disposable gowns from the sterile core.

Qualitative outcomes from the cap and gown program should also be measured. These could be

collected by:

Hosting periodic focus groups (e.g. quarterly) including frontline workers to understand
barriers to implementation

Semi-structured interviews with individuals from the house staff, supply chain, operating
room staff, and/or laundry services may provide insight on the process and efficiency


https://view.publitas.com/5231e51e-4654-42c2-accd-b722e21f3093/perioperative_surgical-isolation-gowns-evaluation/page/24?_gl=1*mxb9un*_ga*MTMxMDYxNDAwNC4xNzY4MzUxMjM5*_ga_TRM5NF4JFC*czE3NzAwNDgzNjEkbzUkZzEkdDE3NzAwNDk2MjUkajQ0JGwwJGgw

Stakeholders should be updated promptly and regularly on the outcomes of the cap and gown
program. Results may be disseminated at:

e Perioperative committee meetings

e Departmental (Surgery and Anesthesia) meetings

e C-suite

e Community engagement regarding hospital sustainability efforts

\\ Let’s go! -- Resources

There are many resources to get you started. CASCADES, a non-profit
Canadian organization that includes the University of Toronto Collaborative
Centre for Climate, Health & Sustainable Care, the Healthy Populations
N~ Institute at Dalhousie University, the Planetary Healthcare Lab at the
University of British Columbia, and the Canadian Coalition for Green Health
Care has prepared suite of reference materials that will help you get started on the path to
implementing reusable gowns at your hospital: https://cascadescanada.ca/action-

areas/perioperative-care/. Resources include a presentation that you can modify to meet the
needs of your hospital:
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1h_yMoBeNYN70Y8xDZgzIJGv1Z6UPWIdb/edit?slide=id
.p1#slide=id.p1. Also please visit the SSO Surgical Oncologists for Sustainability:

https://surgonc.org/resources/surgical-oncologists-for-sustainability/ to view the SSO Surgical
Oncologists for Sustainability Committee action plan.” If you want to learn more, check out the
references below.??

Summary

Sustainability initiatives are vital to protect the health of our patients, our families, and our
planet. Implementation of any changes will be met with challenges along the way, do not be
discouraged! Persist in your efforts, build a team and join us to create a more sustainable
perioperative environment.


https://cascadescanada.ca/action-areas/perioperative-care/
https://cascadescanada.ca/action-areas/perioperative-care/
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1h_yMoBeNYN70Y8xDZgzIJGv1Z6UPWldb/edit?slide=id.p1#slide=id.p1
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1h_yMoBeNYN70Y8xDZgzIJGv1Z6UPWldb/edit?slide=id.p1#slide=id.p1
https://surgonc.org/resources/surgical-oncologists-for-sustainability/
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