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1. Introduction

Good infection prevention is essential to ensure that people who use health and social care services
receive safe and effective care. Effective prevention and control of infection must be part of everyday
practice and be applied consistently by everyone (Department of Health [DoH], 2015).

The provision of clean linen is a fundamental requirement of care. Incorrect handling of processing
and storage of linen can pose an infection hazard. Infection can be transferred between contaminated
and uncontaminated items of linen and the environments in which they are stored. Specific hygiene
measures should be taken to reduce these risks, including the correct handling of linen to prevent the
spread of infection and appropriate decontamination of linen (DoH, 2016).

To ensure that a safe environment for service users, staff and relatives is maintained, it is important
that used linen is appropriately segregated, bagged, stored and securely transported or laundered.

This Standard Operating Procedure applies to all inpatient services within CWP and all staff handling
contaminated or potentially contaminated linen or clothing.

2. Background Information

The Department of Health (2016) Decontamination of linen for health and social care (HTM 01-04)
defines linen as all reusable textile items requiring cleaning / disinfection via laundry processing
including: Bed linen: blankets, counterpanes, pillowcases and sheets (woven, knitted, half sheets,
draw and slide sheets); hoist slings; patient clothing and towels. Before using any linen item staff
should ensure that it is fit-for-purpose, looks clean, is made of the correct material and should not be
damaged or discoloured.

3. Safe Management of Linen

Clean linen should be stored in a clean, designated area, preferably an enclosed cupboard. If clean
linen is not stored in a cupboard then the trolley used for storage must be designated for this purpose
and completely covered with an impervious covering that is able to withstand decontamination
(National Services Scotland, 2018).

3.1 Heat-labile items

This includes fabrics damaged by the normal heat disinfection process and those likely to be damaged
at thermal disinfection temperatures. These fabrics should be washed at the highest temperature
possible for the item; disinfection may be achieved by chemical disinfection, if required. Service-users
should agree local policies regarding purchase of heat-labile items in accordance with available
methods of disinfection and linen processing (National Services Scotland, 2018).

3.2 Linen used during patient transfer

Any linen used during patient transfer should be categorised at the point of destination and the
categorisation of linen should be done at local level with the appropriate colour-coded bags.
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3.3 Used linen (sometimes referred to as soiled linen)

This definition applies to all used linen, irrespective of state, but on occasions contaminated by body
fluids or blood (DoH, 2016). Used linen that is not contaminated with bodily fluids should be
segregated into clear polythene bags/baskets or linen collection bags. Linen that is contaminated with
bodily fluids should be disposed of in red alginate/soluble stitch polythene bags.

34 Infectious linen

This applies to linen from patients with diarrhoea; linen contaminated with blood or body fluids from
patients with blood-borne viruses and other conditions as specified by local policy (DoH, 2016). This
linen should be disposed of in red alginate/soluble stitch polythene bags.

3.5 Handling used linen

All used linen should be handled with care and attention paid to the potential spread of infection.
Personal protective equipment (PPE) such as plastic aprons and suitable gloves should be worn for
handling dirty or contaminated clothing and linen. PPE should be disposed of as per the Trusts waste
management policy. Hands should always be decontaminated after the removal of PPE as per the
CWP Hand Decontamination Standard Operating Procedure.

When handling used linen staff should ensure that a laundry receptacle is available as close as
possible to the point of use for immediate linen deposit (National Services Scotland, 2018).

Staff should ensure they do not rinse, shake or sort linen on removal from beds / trolleys or place used
linen on the floor or any other surfaces. Staff should not re-handle used linen once bagged, overfill
laundry receptacles or place inappropriate items in the laundry receptacle (National Services Scotland,
2018).

Linen should be removed from a service-user’s bed with care and placed in an appropriate container
according to the segregation category. Personal clothing should also be removed with care and placed
in the bag, not placed upon the floor.

Soiled or fouled linen should not be held close to the chest to prevent contamination of the uniform (an
apron should be worn).

Any segregation required prior to washing should be carried out before transport to the laundry. The
responsibility for ensuring the linen is segregated lies with the staff member handling the linen at the
time.

Staff should never empty bags of linen onto the floor to sort the linen into categories as this presents
an unnecessary risk of infection. The linen should be transported off the ward in a suitable trolley to
minimise contact with the ward staff and reduce the risk of it coming in contact with the floor.

After handling linen, hands should be washed properly (DoH, 2016) as per the CWP Hand
Decontamination Standard Operating Procedure.
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3.6 Handling infectious linen

Infectious linen should not be sorted, but should be sealed in a red water soluble bag, which should
then be placed in an impermeable bag immediately on removal from the bed or before leaving a
clinical department (National Services Scotland, 2018).

3.7 Specific items

Pillows and duvets — should NOT be laundered as they should be wipeable and impervious to
moisture which can be cleaned with detergent and water or with detergent wipes. If the item is
damaged or punctured the item must be condemned, disposed of appropriately and replaced.

Service User manual handling aids — where possible, should be dedicated to individual service
users. Service users with a known infection or signs of infection must be assigned their own manual
handling aids. As best practice between service users and after contamination with any body fluids,
manual handling aids must be sent to the laundry for thermal disinfection.

3.8 Operational Procedure

It is essential that extraneous items are not sent to the laundry with the clothing / linen. Ward staff
must ensure that clothing / linen is checked and any extraneous items removed prior to bagging.

All bags must be tagged to indicate its’ origin otherwise they cannot be transported to the laundry.
Linen bags waiting collecting must be stored in a designated, secure area.

Service users who launder their own clothing should do so in one wash, not be mixing with other
service user’s clothing/linen.

A visual inspection of all laundry trolleys/skips must be carried out an at least a weekly basis by ward
staff to ensure the item is clean and in a good state of repair.

No sluicing or soaking of clothing / linen should be carried out at any time.
Grossly contaminated clothing / linen must be bagged at source into a red, alginate stitched bag, it
must then be laundered on sluice / thermal disinfection programme’.

All inpatient areas must have access to washing machines with a sluice / thermal disinfection
programme to prevent risk of cross infection at ward/unit level. Written instructions on how to operate
the washing machine must be clearly displayed adjacent to the machine.
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