Reuse or Refuse:

Reusable vs Disposable OR Textiles
By Esther Marr

O

perating room (OR) textiles are often a subject of debate within the
healthcare industry. In the past, there has been a big lean toward
disposables, which may initially seem less expensive, but over
time can cost more than reusables because of the frequency of purchase,
disposal costs as biohazard waste, as well as potential harm they may cause
to the environment.
The OR accounts for the highest percentage of medical waste in a United
States hospital, according to Practice Greenhealth.1 By examining all the
aspects of disposable and reusable OR textiles, materials managers should
be able to make an informed decision as to which is the best choice for their
healthcare facilities.
completed they are stored in areas designated by the facility,
tipically adjacent to the OR.

What are OR textiles?
OR textiles include a variety of products, namely surgical
towels, gowns and drapes. Surgical towels are made of cotton
or poly-cotton and are typically used to absorb blood and other
bodily fluids.
Gowns and drapes differ in construction, as they are made
of high-tech fabrics and designed for barrier protection to keep
blood and liquids from permeating the fabrics.
Each time gowns and drapes are laundered, quality control
checks are performed. OR textiles should be processed
according to AAMI/ANSI standard ST65. The textiles are
examined over a light table to check for any holes, tears or tape
residue. Employees will also run a lint roller over the gown to
pick up any lint or hair. A percentage of gowns determined by
the processing facility and textile user/owner are also tested
to ensure the integrity of the barrier protection.
Once the textile has passed quality control tests, a box is
checked on a grid on one corner of the fabric. If kept in the
system, most gowns and drapes should last 50-70 uses before
being ragged out or recycled.
The biggest challenge is actually keeping the textiles around
long enough to get full use out of them. “They have a tendency
of disappearing or being destroyed following a surgery,” said
Nancy Jenkins of the American Reusable Textile Association.
“There should always be a barrier between the incoming
soiled laundry and the laundry on the clean side,” Jenkins
said. “Both OR textiles and other healthcare textiles should
be processed to the highest standard.”

When a surgeon is preparing for an operation, nurses bring
in a pack with specific textiles and instruments he or she
will need for the procedure. Some packs are comprised of
disposable materials, some are reusable, while others can be
a hybrid of both.
The reason for the hybrid packs is to prevent waste, as some
items in the disposable packs are typically unused and thrown
away after a surgeon performs an operation.

Disposables vs. reusables: which is better?
There is much debate as to whether disposable OR products
are superior to reusables, and vice versa. Ultimately, each
healthcare facility should weigh the negative and positive
aspects of each to decide what is best for them.
Both single-use and reusable surgical gowns and drapes
are manufactured to the same regulatory standards covering
performance claims, care and handling, labelling and overall
safety practices. There are not more stringent regulations for
one or the other.
Some believe disposables offer better consistency and
quality than reusable products, but others insist this isn’t true.
In the 1960s, when disposable products first came on the
market, they seemed to be the more attractive choice. At that
time, reusable textiles were made of 100% cotton and had
issues with excess lint and overall durability.

OR textiles do have a different process of how they are
distributed. The linens are kept together in a “pack room”
until they are inspected and sterilized. Once this process is
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Modern reusable linens consist of high-tech, synthetic fibers
that prevent listing, provide barrier protection and extend
product life, however.
“In some ways, disposable products did offer an advantage
when they first came on the market,” Jenkins said. “But we’ve
had such advances in textile technology that’s no longer true.”

The American National Standards Institute (ANSI) and the
Association for the Advancement of Medical Instrumentation
(AAMI) published a study that showed that when laundered
properly, reusable garments and drapes are actually 70% more
effective in providing barrier protection.2

Facts of OR medical waste

She noted that reusable healthcare textiles are now just as
effective as disposables and offer the same protection, comfort
and quality.

In a survey of 114 member hospitals, Practice Greenhealth
found that American hospital patients generated about 33.8
pounds of waste each day.

“Today’s reusable textiles are not those of 30 years ago,”
wrote Angie O’Connor, CLLM of Encompass Group LLC in
her article “New Innovations in Reusable OR Textiles.” “They
are technologically advanced, tested to meet barrier performance
standards and refined to provide optimal clinical comfort and
ease of use.”

As of 2008, there were 951,045 staffed hospital beds in
the U.S., according to the American Hospital Association.
“Therefore, we can conservatively calculate that hospitals
in the U.S. produce nearly six million tons of garbage each
year,” Jenkins wrote in her article “How to Reduce Waste by
Increasing Use of Reusable Textiles.”

O’Connor noted a study of two large hospitals in the
Washington, D.C. area found that 86% surgeons and surgical
technologists actually preferred reusable healthcare textiles and
rated the comfort of those gowns as superior to disposables.

She noted that 78% of hospitals designate medical waste as
infectious; 53% of medical waste is comprised of single-use
disposable items; and, the biggest source of medical refuse–the
operating room, churns out roughly 20% to 30% of a hospital’s
waste.

Cost vs. infectious control

The emergence of HIV in the early 1980s led to concerns
about the spread of blood-borne diseases, prompting a shift
from reusable to disposable textiles in the OR. At the time,
some studies suggested disposables were superior in terms of
infection control, but other experts insist that isn’t true with
modern textiles.

American Reusable Textile Association researchers
conducted a comparison project in the operating rooms of two
large medical centers to evaluate the effects of using reusable
surgical items in place of disposable products. Survey results
indicated reusable products reduced regulated medical waste
generated in the OR by an average of 65%.

“They are equal in terms of infection control” Jenkins said.
“In terms of cost, a disposable will cost less than a reusable on
a one-time basis, however a disposable you use once, whereas
a reusable you use 50-70 times”

Cost of laundry processing (reusables)
vs. waste removal (disposables)

Jenkins said in the end, the cost of reusable textiles can be
less, as long as healthcare facilities can control their inventory.
“The big challenge with reusables is keeping the product in the
system,” she explained. “With OR textiles, the drapes especially
tend be marked on or cut up. (Loss of product) can contribute
to some headaches.”
According to the U.S. Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA), healthcare garments need to be
“appropriate for the task and degree of exposure to blood borne
pathogens and infectious bacteria anticipated.”

Both single-use and reusable surgical
gowns and drapes are manufactured
to the same regulatory standards
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There are many cost issues to consider when a healthcare
facility is deciding between reusable or disposable OR textiles.
It is vital to consider the difference between the cost-per-use
versus the actual purchase price of each item.
“Third party processing/laundering can be very cost effective
due to economies of scale, while regulated waste and disposal
costs tend to be significant with disposables,” wrote O’Connor.
She added that discarding unused items in disposable packs,
which result in unnecessary product and disposal costs further
support the use of reusable custom packs.
In a 2006 Research Journal of Textile and Apparel study, cost
per use analysis of reusable versus disposable surgical gowns,
reusables were the more cost efficient option at $2.25, versus
$4.50 per-use for disposables.
O’Connor noted that disposable gowns and drapes are
classified as regulated medical waste (RMW), which is
estimated to cost eight times more that of normal solid waste
($963 vs. $121 per ton). Reported costs for RMW vary from
$0.20 to $0.50/per pound, with one study finding the average
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cost to be $0.28/pound. There are stringent regulations, often
with heavy penalties for not adhering to the regulatory process.
While incineration used to be the method of choice for
dealing with medical waste, it was discovered that using this
type of waste disposal was exposing the public to emissions
that included mercury, dioxins, and other highly toxic
substances.3
By 1997, new regulations brought about the closure of
several thousand onsite medical waste incinerators. According
to O’Connor, there are currently fewer than 100 such
installations still in operation.
“Currently, most healthcare facilities either ship their waste
to large, centralized incinerators, or use technologies other than
incineration to sterilize medical waste prior to disposal in the
standard municipal solid waste stream,” she wrote.

Danger of spreading
healthcare-acquired infections
Some studies have blamed reusable OR textiles for spreading
healthcare-acquired infections (HAIs). But others insist these
infections have nothing to do with the textiles themselves.
“The issue is at the hospital and how the product is stored
and handled,” Jenkins said. “Once linens leave the laundry, if
proper handling and storage procedures aren’t followed, they
can become contaminated.”
If a laundry staff is following best practices within the
industry, then patients can be confident their linens are coming
to them clean and infection-free.
In order to prevent HAIs, both laundry operators and
healthcare managers should train their staffs about proper linen
handling and basic infection control standards.

Environmental impact
There has been significant research that suggests reusable
textiles are superior in terms of their environmental
sustainability and ability to help hospitals reduce waste.
“They have a lower carbon effect and are more sustainable and
more environmentally savvy,” Jenkins said. “They’re the more
sustainable option for hospitals wanting to be greener. They
also offer an immediate win-win in terms of helping hospitals
reduce waste.”
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Disposables textile companies argue the water and energy
wasted in cleaning reusable textiles may outweigh the benefits.
“What they don’t know is that laundry operators use water
as a pass-through resource,” the American Reusable Textile
Association stated in an article. “They reuse and pre-treat
water before releasing it back to the Publicly Owned Treatment
Waterworks (POTW).”
Reports from multiple facilities across the country that
have converted portions of their programs from disposables
to reusables show significant cost savings and environmental
benefits.
For example, a 2009 life cycle assessment study conducted
by the University of Minnesota Technical Assistance Program
(MnTAP) concluded that reusable medical textiles provided
cost savings of $360,000 per year, reduced waste by 254,000
pounds per year, produced CO2 emissions three times less
than disposables, and carcinogenic emissions 16 times less
than disposables.
The University of Maryland Medical Center (UMMC) is
another healthcare facility that moved to reusable textiles in the
OR more than 15 years ago, and utilizes a vendor to provide
clean, sterilized surgical textiles.
In 2010, UMMC avoided the creation of 138,748 pounds
of waste as a result of using reusable textiles in the OR,
which correlates to estimated cost savings of nearly $39,000
in disposal costs and an estimated $39,000 in returned
instruments.

Conclusion

Since hospitals can produce millions of pounds of waste
from the OR alone, it’s important for healthcare facilities
to weigh their options when it comes to deciding between
reusable and disposable textiles.
Many healthcare facilities may choose to use disposable
products since they cost less to purchase upfront vs. the
reusable product. But when taking a look at the lifecycle cost
of reusable products, several studies found that they actually
cost less than disposables in the long run.
Take some time to consider whether disposables or reusable
textiles make the most sense for your operation. If you decide
to introduce a change, do it gradually and through education
as to why the change is being made. The conversation can
start with your laundry provider, who can assist with training,
service, inventory control, and product selection.

Reuse or Refuse

Earn one Laundry & Linen credit hour by completing the quiz over the material from this educational offering. To
maintain ALM credentials individuals must submit proof of continuing education in laundry & linen specific programs
every three years.
Access to contact hour quizzes are a benefit of membership in ALM. Check your current continuing education
status here
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