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The self-study lesson on this central service topic 
was developed by 3M Health Care. The lessons 
are administered by Endeavor Healthcare Media.

Earn CEUs
After careful study of the lesson, complete the 
examination at the end of this section. Mail the 
completed test and scoring fee to Healthcare 
Purchasing News for grading. We will notify 
you if you have a passing score of 70 percent 
or higher, and you will receive a certifi cate of 
completion within 30 days. Previous lessons are 
available at www.hpnonline.com.

Certifi cation
The CBSPD (Certification Board for Sterile 
Processing and Distribution) has pre-approved 

this in-service for one (1) contact 
hour for a period of fi ve (5) years 
from the date of original publica-
tion. Successful completion of 
the lesson and post test must be 

documented by facility management and those 
records maintained by the individual until re-
certifi cation is required. DO NOT SEND LESSON 
OR TEST TO CBSPD. For additional information 
regarding certification contact CBSPD - 148 
Main Street, Suite C-1, Lebanon, NJ 08833 • 
www.sterileprocessing.org. 

IAHCSMM (International Association of Health-
care Central Service Materiel Management) has 

pre-approved 
this in-service 
for 1.0 Continu-

ing Education Credits for a period of three years, 
until November 6, 2022. The approval number for 
this lesson is 3M-HPN 190611.

For more information, direct any questions to 
Healthcare Purchasing News (941) 927-9345, 
ext. 202.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
1. Explain how to motivate and 

inspire technicians

2. Describe emotional intelligence 

3. Explain how to retain technicians 
with opportunities and 
promotions
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The greatest challenge for many ster-
ile processing leaders is acquiring 
and retaining the best and brightest 

technicians. Sterile processing technicians 
work tirelessly behind the scene of sur-
gery, ensuring surgical instrument sets 
are complete and safe to use from one 
patient to the next, without ever seeing 
the fruit of their labor. The work pro-
duced by sterile processing technicians is 
the foundation for which surgery stands, 
however, its profession and practice are 
still uncommonly known, aside from 
those who work in perioperative services. 
For these reasons, retaining the best and 
brightest technicians is crucial for sup-
porting the best surgical outcomes. Sterile 
processing leaders must focus harder on 
motivating and inspiring technicians by 
gaining their trust and respect as well 
as creating goals and opportunities for 
their success. 

Motivation and inspiration! 
The stress of sterile processing is often 
ignited by seemingly unrealistic demands 
to produce more sterile sets than what 
is available and/or the time allowed to 
sterilize them. No matter the demand, 
technicians in many sterile processing 
departments band together as a team and 
“make it happen” without recognition 
of a job excellently performed. Without 
motivation or inspiration from sterile 
processing leaders, this type of perfor-
mance on a consistent basis will result in 
disengagement and eventually turnover. 
Without motivation, people will not help, 
and the effort goes nowhere1. In order to 
motivate and inspire, sterile processing 
leaders must gain the trust and respect of 
those they lead as well as understand how 
to manage their own emotional stressors 
and identify the same in others. 

Trust and respect
When the best and brightest technicians
trust and respect their leader, only then 

 Employee engagement!
Managing our best and brightest in Sterile 
Processing
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can the leader motivate and inspire them. 
Leaders can gain respect by sharing their 
knowledge of regulatory standards and 
processes performed within their own 
department. Being able to articulate and 
answer the “why” and “how” questions 
about sterile processing is inspiring for 
those who learn from your knowledge. 
Leaders can gain trust by ensuring con-
cerns are addressed by taking action and/
or providing follow-up communication. 
When technicians are supported, they are 
motivated to do a better job2. No matter 
how big or small the concern, leaders must 
follow through with action and/or follow-
up communication for how the concern 
will be resolved. Often times, leaders miss 
the opportunity to motivate or gain trust 
because concerns may seem insignifi cant. 
For example, taking action to ensure drink-
ing cups are in the break room. Although 
this request may seem insignifi cant to the 
leader, for the technician working in the 
decontamination area all day this is a big 
concern when they only have a 15-minute 
break and must leave the department to 
fi nd a drink of water. Trust and respect 
go hand in hand; without one or the other, 
leaders will be less effective in their ability 
to engage sterile processing technicians. 
Leaders must be careful to understand 
that respect gained is not equal to being 
trustworthy. Technicians may respect their 
leader’s knowledge about sterile process-
ing standards and department processes 
but have no trust in their leader’s ability 
to support them when they ask for help. 
In essence, effective leaders possess the 
knowledge to inspire and the ability to 
motivate others with their actions. 

Emotional intelligence 
Emotional intelligence is the ability to 
recognize and manage emotions in your-
self as well as recognize and understand 
the emotions of others3. Leaders must 
possess self and social awareness in 
order to create an atmosphere of trust 
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where employees can feel comfortable, secure and become 
self-motivated4. In healthcare, we are trained to notice and 
report problems that could harm patients2. For this reason, 
leaders often share, as they should, concerns for potential 
patient harm with individual technicians, as well as their entire 
department. Leaders must be socially aware of the potential 
to demotivate the work environment as a result of consis-
tently sharing negative communication. Why would anyone 
want to be engaged with someone who has nothing positive 
to say about them? When the best and brightest technicians 
consistently flex their time, are always willing to help, and 
produce more sterile sets than what is required for the day, 
positive communication is a must to ensure technicians are 
engaged. Service excellence comes from employees feeling 
valued. Therefore, sterile processing leaders must focus on 
substantially increasing the awareness of what is right and 
positive to create an atmosphere of service excellence2.

There is no stressful experience like the one when a surgeon 
calls the sterile processing leader to the surgery suite to discuss 
a major instrument error while the patient is on the table. Lead-
ers should be self-aware of how situations and circumstances 
at work can produce negative emotions in themselves that may 
be projected toward the people they lead. Leaders must deal 
with their emotions immediately after receiving unfavorable 
communication as a result of poor sterile processing service, 
so they do not unintentionally demotivate the technician who 
provided the poor service. Leaders must remember to inspire 
service excellence with their knowledge. A great leadership 
quote to remember is People may hear your words, but they feel 
your attitude. ~John C. Maxwell

Conflict resolution
The stressful demands and challenges of sterile processing can 
sometimes find our best and brightest technicians dealing with 
their own emotional intelligence as they work through com-
munication conflicts. Coaching our best and brightest requires 
social awareness. Social awareness is the ability to accurately 
pick up on emotions in other people and understand what is 
really going on with them3. Conflict is defined as a disagreement 
or disharmony that occurs in groups when differences regarding 
ideas, methods, and people are expressed5. These differences, 
however, do not have to result in a negative outcome. A-E-I-O-
U is a conflict resolution model that sterile processing leaders 
can benefit from as they seek to resolve conflict for those they 
lead5. If used properly, this conflict resolution model can help 
the sterile processing leader identify positive intentions, con-
cerns and actions that lead to resolution. Whether the leader 
is directly involved with the conflict, the A-E-I-O-U model is 
designed to work with any level of conflict. Using the model is 
easy as each alphabet vowel followed in order is an organized 
pathway to resolving conflict. Each vowel letter represents the 
objective and gives direction for each discussion point. For 
example, vowel letter A stands for Acknowledge and gives the 
direction to acknowledge positive intention. Leaders can create 
their own document and follow the order as directed for each 
vowel letter for resolving conflict as follows: 

A — Acknowledge: Assume everyone means well. Discuss 
and document the positive intention.

E — Express: State the concern. Discuss and document the 
specific concerns of all involved. 

I — Identify: What is the desired outcome. Discuss and docu-
ment what each person would like to achieve. 

O — Outcome: Discuss and document the proposed changes 
and the benefits of the outcome. 

U — Understanding: Ask for feedback and document agree-
ment on specific action plans and/or behaviors.

Creating goals and improvement plans
What needs improving in your sterile processing department? 
The answer for what and how lies in the minds and talents of 
sterile processing technicians that perform the work. Sterile 
processing leaders seeking to improve service and produc-
tivity can motivate and engage technicians by letting them 
design and create the improved future state of their sterile 
processing department. Improvement projects above all else 
are about motivating and inspiring people who do the work6. 
Sterile processing leaders should think of creative ways to host 
30-minute discussions where every technician on every shift 
can verbalize their opinion. Make it fun! Start the discussion 
by asking a general question, “If you could improve anything in 
our department (process or service), what would it be?”. Pass out 
Post-it notes and give technicians 30 seconds to reply to the 
same question with a focus on a particular area, such as sterile 
storage. Now the question is “If you could improve anything about 
sterile storage, what would it be?” Once all the improvement sug-
gestions are collected, the leader should analyze and organize 
common improvement suggestions. Suggestions should then 
be prioritized according to what can be accomplished first that 
require little effort and/or minimal resources to create suc-
cessful improvements sooner rather than later. Display the list 
in the department for everyone to review. Depending on the 
improvement needed, always seek the help of technicians for 
implementation. No matter the size or scope of any improve-
ment project, detailed communication is crucial for employee 
engagement. Without credible communication, and a lot of it, 
the hearts and minds of the technicians are never captured1. 

Opportunity and promotion
Technicians who consistently exceed expectations are the cor-
nerstone to every sterile processing department. So how do we 
retain them? It is very important that leaders seek to understand 
the personal interests and development goals of their best and 
brightest. Just because a technician is a high performer does not 
mean he or she desires leadership. Some technicians simply en-
joy working to support the greater good of serving patients. For 
those who choose to continue their excellent work behind the 

Conflict Resolution Model 

Conflict Resolution for (NAME): _______________ Date: _____________   

A — Acknowledge: What is positive or good

E — Express: What is the concern

I — Identify: What do both leader and employee want to achieve

O — Outcome: What are the benefits of changing actions or behavior

U — Understanding: Ask for feedback on what has been discussed

Sample document created by Monique L. Jelks, MSOL, CRCST
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scenes of leadership, leaders should offer 
and/or create opportunities that display 
their skills and talents as the technicians 
desire. For instance, one of your best and 
brightest is an amazing organizer who 
has no desire to lead others. Provide 
this technician with the opportunity to 
exceed expectations by helping to create 
the implementation plan (not lead the 
process) for an improvement project that 
others will follow. Another good oppor-
tunity to exceed expectations is for your 
best and brightest problem solver. Allow 
this technician to attend meetings such 
as infection control, clinical engineer-
ing, clinics or Labor & Delivery where 
concerns are shared and solutions are 
needed to improve the service of sterile 
processing. Remember the answer to 
many sterile processing concerns are in 
the minds and talents of those who do 
the work. 

Opposite of the best and brightest be-
hind the scenes of leadership are those 
who seek leadership opportunities. One 
way to make technicians feel valued is 
to fuel their passion by helping them 
succeed in reaching their personal de-
velopment goals2. The Sterile Processing 
Leadership Competency (SPLC) is a mod-
ule that sterile processing leaders can use 
to help strengthen the leadership skills 
of those who desire to lead others. Front 
line leaders hold the key to employee 
retention; therefore, a good leadership 
competency can help front leaders re-
tain the best and brightest by providing 
proper training for effective leadership2. 
Communication (verbal and written), 
Problem Solving and Leadership Skills 
(people and processes) are three key 
objectives of the SPLC. The SPLC allows 
leaders to provide and document real 

leadership situations with feedback that 
will help develop the leadership skills of 
technicians who want to become leaders. 

Emergent leaders are technicians who 
do not have official leadership powers. 
They have the most important power and 
that is influence. When others perceive 
an individual as the “go to” person in 
the department, regardless of the indi-
vidual’s title, the person is exhibiting 
emergent leadership4. Emergent lead-
ers are individuals who are not official 
leaders but possess the traits of a leader 
along with the ability to influence oth-
ers to achieve a common goal. Emergent 
leaders are most often identified by the 
people around them because of their abil-
ity to effectively communicate and get 
things done4. Emergent leaders are also 
often sought after by their leader when a 
problem arises and a solution is needed. 
These technicians are prime candidates 
for succession planning. 

Succession Planning 
Succession planning is a way to ensure 
the business of leadership is continued 
and the excellent service of sterile pro-
cessing is not interrupted when leader-
ship changes are required. Seeking and/
or training someone that could replace 
you takes a certain level of humility 
which some leaders may find challeng-
ing. This type of thinking requires a 
leader to be emotionally intelligent, 
self-confident, yet unselfish. Succession 
planning is most successful in a culture 
that values developing people7. 

There are many styles and types of 
succession templates online that leaders 
can use to help guide the success of suc-
cession planning for sterile processing 
leadership. 

Summary	
The best and brightest sterile processing 
technicians want to work in an environ-
ment where they are making a difference 
and feel a sense of purpose. Understanding 
the balance between the goals of sterile 
processing and what really matters to 
the technicians is the key to being an 
effective leader with service excellence 
and employee engagement. Leaders who 
learn the importance of gaining trust and 
respect from those they lead will in turn 
be able to motivate and inspire others 
to shine bright with service excellence. 
When stressful situations overcome the 
sterile processing department, leaders 
must be self and socially aware, so they 
do not demotivate their best and bright-
est technicians. Without a vision, the people 
perish, therefore sterile processing leaders 
must create opportunities for technicians 
to exceed expectation, provide leadership 
competencies for those whose seek to lead, 
and identify emergent leaders who can 
sustain the business of leadership when 
sterile processing leadership changes 
are required. Sterile processing is the 
foundation for which surgery stands, and 
our best and brightest technicians are the 
cornerstones that create sterile processing 
service excellence. 

Conclusion 
Thank you! To the many sterile processing 
technicians who work tirelessly behind 
the scenes of surgery every day ensuring 
instrument sets are complete and safe to 
use from one patient to the next, without 
seeing the fruit of your labor. You are the 
best and brightest of sterile processing. hpn

Monique L. Jelks, BA, CRCST is an Educa-
tional Consultant to 3M Health Care. Jelks is 
the operation manager for sterile processing 
at Ascension Health St. 
Vincent, Indianapolis, IN. 
She began her career as a 
surgical technologist in 
her home town of Detroit, 
MI in 1993. Monique be-
came a Certified Registered 
Central Service Technician 
(CRCST) after working hard to improve OR — 
SPD relations. Since 2013, she has presented 
a wide variety of motivational presentations 
to encourage sterile processing technicians 
throughout the US. Monique holds an associ-
ate degree in science and surgical technology 
from Highland Park College in Detroit, MI, 
and from Indiana Institute of Technology she 
earned both a bachelor’s degree in business 

Sterile Processing Leadership Competency (SPLC)
Sterile Processing Leadership Competency Coach Date
Communication (verbal and written):
Demonstrates ability to provide verbal and written communication including 
follow up

Situation #1
Feedback:
Situation #2
Feedback:
Situation #3
Feedback: 
Problem solving:
Demonstrate ability to resolve problems independently

Leadership:
Demonstrate ability to independently lead daily operation (people and processes)
SPLC and document model created by Monique L. Jelks, MSOL, CRCST
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1. Emotional intelligence is the ability to recog-
nize and understand emotions in yourself and 
others. 
a. True
b. False

2. Leaders who gain the respect of others also 
gain their trust. 
a. True
b. False

3. A-E-I-O-U is a model leaders can follow for 
conflict resolution.
a. True
b. False

4. Emergent leaders only manage emergencies. 
a. True
b. False

5. Every high performer should be a leader. 
a. True
b. False

6. Credible communication is necessary to cap-
ture the hearts and minds of technicians. 
a. True
b. False

7. When technicians are supported, they are 
motivated to do a better job.
a. True
b. False

8. Leadership competencies can help leaders 
retain the best and brightest. 
a. True
b. False

9. In order to motivate and inspire technicians, 
leaders must gain their trust and respect. 
a. True
b. False

10. Succession planning is most successful in a 
culture that values developing people. 
a. True
b. False 

Circle the one correct answer:
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