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                            “Ethical Issues In The CS Arena” 
     Pamela H Caudell, RN, CNOR, CSPDS, ACSP 

Objectives: 

At the end of the article, staff will be 
able to:  
? Define ethics 

? Discuss development of professional and 
personal ethics 

? Know what ethical issues may arise in a 
health care facility 

 

 Ethics is defined as the discipline dealing with what 

is good and bad and with moral duty and obliga-

tion.  Ethical actions are those that conform to ac-

cepted and professional standards of conduct.  

Our conduct is complicated by our individual be-

liefs, knowledge, work ethic and other ethic and 

religious practices. 

Morals , on the other hand, relate to the principles 

of right and wrong in behavior; a set of moral prin-

ciples or values.  When our professional conduct 

fails to conform to moral standards or policies, our 

behavior is said to be unethical.  In addition to indi-

vidual morals and ethics, professional ethics are 

those principals of conduct governing an individual 

or group. 

 Today ethical issues are more complex due to per-

sonal accountability and obligation to the public, 

both requirements in healthcare.  As modern medi-

cine continues to find new and more complex 

treatment methodologies, some of which are con-

troversial, new ethical issues will need to be ad-

dressed and old ethical issues may have to be re-

visited. 

As professionals, we have a moral obligation re-

garding our public and private decision-making 

and behaviors.  In today’s health care environ-

ment, what we do and how we do it affects the 

lives of everyone.  No individual or group of individuals is 

untouched.  We need to re-affirm our moral obligation to 

do the right thing in the health care profession, which can 

sometimes be ambiguous, difficult and conflicted!  Many 

health care organizations have developed a Code of Eth-

ics such as the American College of Healthcare Executives, 

Dental Hygiene Practice and Nursing. 

 In the Central Sterile Processing department, ethical issues 

are addressed on a daily basis.  The manner in which the 

CS professional handles these issues can have long-range 

effects on the department, the employees, the facility itself, 

the patients and any other customers involved within the 

organization.   

Ethical dilemmas can be defined as having to choose be-

tween two equally desirable or undesirable alternatives.  It 

is important to remember that the way professionals ap-

proach and solve ethical dilemmas is influenced by their 

values and basic beliefs about the rights, duties and goals 

of all human beings.  As a professional of the Central Sterile 

arena, there are many ethical issues that you will face on a 

daily basis.  This could be anything from, is this item sterile or 

not to whom do you owe your primary allegiance; the or-

ganization or your subordinates?  The way the CS profes-

sional handles these issues can have long range effects on 

the department, the employees and the health care facil-

ity as well as the patient/customer.  

If you are the manager of a Central Sterile Department, for 

instance, you have additional obligations that a CS Tech 

may not have.  Some of these include: 

1. Provide a safe work environment. 

2. Not discriminate. 

3. Be supportive of staff. 

4. Safeguard customers from unethical or 
illegal practice. 

5.  Support the policies of the facility. 

6.  Maintain conditions of employment. 



7.  Work with other health care profes-
 sionals. 

8.  Act in accord with one’s own values. 

9.  Promote efforts to meet the health 
 needs of the customer. 

10.  Assure privacy and confidentiality of 
 all staff. 

                    ETHICAL ISSUE 

        Entitlement 

Sometimes employees feel they are “entitled” to cer-

tain benefits such as using sick time when they’re not 

sick because they’re “entitled to it.”  There is also the 

issue of taking supplies and other items home with 

them because they worked hard today and no one 

ever gives them anything and I need some dressings 

for my dog anyway so I’ll take these. 

Work      

Within the many CS departments experiencing ethnic 

diversity, there is the potential for diversity in work 

ethic.  All employees need to understand both the 

department’s and the facility’s expectations in terms 

of commitment to quality and work performance.  It 

is always up to the manager of the department to 

make perfectly clear what the standard is and what 

are the consequences of poor work performance or 

less than optimal quality of work. 

         Sales Representatives 

Most facilities today have a corporate compliance or 

similar policy.  These policies detail the need to keep 

separate ones’ position as a representative of the 

health care facility and personal gain.  These policies 

specify that health care personnel should not accept 

nor expect favors, gifts or any remuneration from 

sales representatives, including invitations to lunch or 

dinner.  Such activities can be misconstrued as kick-

backs. It is important for CSP professionals to be fa-

miliar with their facility’s corporate compliance poli-

cies and comply with them at all times.  In addition, if 

the CSP professional has knowledge of anyone in the 

health care facility abusing the corporate compli-

ance policies, this information should be reported to 

your Corporate Compliance Officer or Administrator  
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 for follow-up.  Usually these issues are investigated anony-
mously. 

Employees 

Sometimes the CSP manager is confronted with employees 

taking products home without paying for them.  Occasionally 

there is the falsification of time and attendance, and/or falsifi-

cation of permanent records such as the sterilization record.  

There can also be a failure to report a positive biological test 

result.  All tasks in CS are important and complete documenta-

tion is required to verify that items were prepared properly.  

There can be no exceptions. 

Patient Safety 

Patient safety can never be compromised.  Sometimes the CS 

professional may be privy to information that may have a 

negative impact on patient safety (such as a device processed 

by a sterilization method other than that recommended by the 

manufacturer.)  Anytime there is an indication that patient 

safety could be compromised, the CSP professional has an 

ethical responsibility to report this information to the appropri-

ate administrative or risk management personnel.  Policies and 

procedures should be developed, shared with staff via in-

service training and enforced regarding the careful inspection 

and testing of all patient care equipment handled by the CSP 

staff. 

              Employee Safety  

The CS manager has a legal and ethical responsibility to safe-

guard the workplace for employees.  If there is an employee 

safety issue, it must be reported to the appropriate administra-

tive representative.  Employee safety can present under a num-

ber of scenarios; malfunctioning equipment, insufficient equip-

ment to get the job done or outdated equipment.   

In an era of markedly limited physical, human and fiscal re-

sources, nearly all decision making by CS professionals involves 

some ethical component.  In addition, there is the potential for 

staff to experience interpersonal conflict resulting from per-

sonal, subordinate, organizational and consumer responsibili-

ties.  There are no rules or guidelines in existence that will cover 

all aspects of the ethical dilemmas that managers face oft 

times on a daily basis. 
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There will always be some uncertainty in any 
decision making process.  It will be up to each 
one of us and our sense of values to decide 
upon the amount of uncertainty they will be 
able to tolerate.  

POST TEST 

1. Ethics is defined as the discipline dealing 
with what is good and bad and with moral 
duty and obligation. 

 True   False 

2. Today, ethical issues are more complex due 
to personal accountability and obligation to 
the private sector, both requirements in 
healthcare. 

 True   False 

3. Two health care organizations, American 
College of Healthcare Executives and Nurs-
ing, have developed a Code of Ethics. 

 True   False 

4. Ethical dilemmas can be defined as having 
to choose between two equally desirable or 
undesirable alternatives. 

 True   False 

5. Two examples of ethical dilemmas are: is 
something sterile or not sterile and you owe 
your primary allegiance to yourself. 

 True   False 

6. If you are a manager of a Central Sterile De-
partment, you are obligated to: show no 
discrimination and support the policies of 
the facility. 

 True   False 

7. It is very important that the manager of the 
department be responsible for the privacy 
and confidentiality of the staff. 

 True   False 

8. Being entitled to certain benefits means you 
can use them even when they’re not appro-
priate. 

 True   False 

9. Healthcare personnel should accept favors, 
gifts and meals from sales representatives. 

 True   False 

10 Anytime there is an indication that patient 
safety could be compromised, the CS pro-
fessional has the ethical responsibility to re-

port this information to the appropriate administra-
tive personnel. 

 True    False 

 

EVALUATION--Please evaluate this in-service by selecting 
a rating between 0 and 4. 

0=Not Applicable, 1=Poor, 4=Excellent 

Author’s Knowledge of the Subject 0 1 2 3 4  

Author’s Presentation, Organization, Content 0 1 2 3 4 

Author’s Methodology, Interesting/Creativity 0 1 2 3 4 

Program Met Objectives 0 1 2 3 4   

 

Please Note–Answer key will be in the next issue of the 
“Steamline” 

 

To receive 1.0 contact hours toward certification from 
CBSDP, complete the in-service “quiz” after reading the arti-
cle.  Send the entire page with the completed “quiz” to: 

Lana Haecheral

P.O. Box 568

Pineville, NC 28134

Lana will issue a certificate if your score is greater than 
70%.  Please be sure to fill in the information requested be-
low.   

If you are NOT a member of NCAHCSP, please include a fee 
of $15.00 for instate membership and $20.00 for out of state 
membership.  Your fee will provide you a 1-year membership 
in the Association and will also entitle you to submit the next 
in-service offerings for the cost of a postage stamp.  That is 
potentially six in-service programs for your registration fee.  
Remember you will not be issued a certificate unless you are 
a member of NCAHCSP.  

CEU credits pending from CBSDP. 

CLEARLY print your name as you wish it to appear on the 
certificate.  Enter the address where you want the certificate 
sent. 

NAME:   _______________________________ 

Address: _______________________________ 

City:      __________________ State: ______ Zip: _____ 

 




