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To develop and explore new ways of 
thinking that move beyond the dichotomy 
of reusable versus single-use, encouraging 
people to think critically and creatively to 

find ways of bridging the single-
use/reusable divide.



A Cultural Studies Approach:
The Circuit of Culture



Objectives

•To examine producer/user perceptions of surgical 
textiles.

•To understand the factors and forces influencing 
perceptions of surgical textiles.

•To interpret scientific, economic and cultural 
discourses associated with medical textiles.

•To examine and include all perspectives, from historical 
reflection to current viewpoints and future possibilities.



Methods
• Review of literature, standards, reports
• Discourse analysis
• Observation of product usage
• Visits to laundry, waste and manufacturing facilities
• Interviews with healthcare professionals
• Interviews with members of professional/trade 

associations
• Interviews with manufacturers
• Interviews with launderers, distributors, hospital 

waste management personnel, etc.
• Interviews with academic and industry researchers



Perceptions of Medical Textiles

• How do people perceive medical 
textiles?

• What forces impact (or are impacted by) 
these perceptions?



How do institutions 
impact perceptions?



How do the media impact perceptions?



How does academic literature 
impact perceptions?

AORN November 1972



How do regulatory agencies 
impact perceptions?



How does 
marketing 
influence 

perceptions?



Discourse Analysis & Timeline
Looking back to history and examining the discourse of the time 
period enables us to understand how the situation today has been
shaped.

This contextual foundation will help us to look forward to the future 
and to think critically and strategically about how these two 
industries can best respond to the needs of people. 



Rising Concerns: 
Initial Questioning of 

Surgical Textiles 
(1939-1952)

• 1939, 1948: Scientists realized that infection could 
be transmitted from doctor to patient through the 
wet dressing, and thus was not providing the barrier 
necessary for protection.

– 1939, “Control of Staph in an Operating Room Theatre,” (The Lancet) 
– 1948, “Experiments with Occlusive Dressings of New Plastic,” (The Lancet)  
– 1948, “Infection Control Through Wet Dressings,” (The Lancet) 

• 1952, “False Faith in Surgeon’s Gown and Drape,”
(American Journal of Surgery) A need emerged for 
improved materials in the OR.



Focus on Materials and Emergence of 
Single-Use PPE

1952-1972

• 1952, Aeroplast produced by Protective Treatments 
Inc. produces what the New York Times describes as a 
product that could replace gauze.

• 1959 & 1960 articles in the American Journal of Nursing
and American Journal of Surgery, respectively, promote 
Vi-Drape by Aeroplast

• 1963, “Justified Faith in Surgical Gowns: A New Safe 
Material for Draping.” W.C. Beck highlights a new 
product by Kaycel, called Surg-O-Pack.



• 1972, “An Improved Operating Gown,”
(American Journal of Surgery) MacBick Co., 
DuPont de Nemours & Co., Inc. promoted 
gown made of Tyvek

•1967-70, 3M produces the 
single-use Steri-Drape (Which 
is promoted by articles 
appearing in the American 
Journal of Surgery and American 
Journal of Nursing).



Associations and Standards
1967 - 1982

• 1967, AAMI (Association for the Advancement of 
Medical Instrumentation) is founded.

• 1968, “The Disposables Association,” is founded, 
and becomes INDA (International Nonwovens and 
Disposables Association) in 1972

• 1971, OSHA founded
• 1975, AORN Standards
• 1976, FDA approves Proctor & Gamble’s boundary 

single-use reinforced surgical gown
• 1982, ARTA (American Reusable Textile 

Association) is founded by Nathan Belkin



Early Debates and Development 
of a Dichotomous Relationship

1972 - 1982

• 1972, “Dispose of Nondisposables,” (AORN) This 
is one of the first articles to debate the issue of 
single-use versus reusable medical textiles.

• 1981, “Evaluating Surgical Gowning, Draping 
Fabrics,” (AORN) N. Belkin emphasized the 
materials research on the reusables side.  This article 
initiated a new discourse about reusables.  



Protecting the OR
late 1980s - present

•With the awareness of HIV/AIDS gave way to growing concern 
over the protection of healthcare workers from blood borne 
pathogens.  Nathan Belkin, in a 1994 letter to the editor, wrote that, 
“The emergence of HIV changed the purpose of the surgical gown.  
Healthcare professionals began to expect gowns to protect them 
from patients.”

•1993, “Methods for Determining the Barrier Efficacy of Surgical 
Gowns,” (AJIC) Elizabeth McCullough wrote that, “More recently, 
medical personnel have become concerned about possible exposure 
to hepatitis B virus, HIV, and other blood-borne pathogens from 
the patient.”

•This represents a shift in the discourse from an emphasis on 
protecting the patient, to protecting the OR staff from the patient.



Shifting Emphasis on Protection



Protecting the Environment
1988 – Present

• 1988, United States Congress ratifies the Medical 
Waste Tracking Act

• 1992, “A Quantitative, Qualitative, and Critical 
Assessment of Surgical Waste” (JAMA) and “Cost 
Containment in the Operating Room: Use of 
Reusable Versus Disposable Clothing,” (The 
American Surgeon).  These two articles highlight the 
amount of waste (and associated cost) that comes 
from the OR.  

• “Disposable linen accounted for 53% of the volume 
of surgical waste.” (Myers, et. al.)



Protecting the Environment

• 2001, “The Ecological Footprint of Lions Gate 
Hospital,” (Hospital Quarterly).  Susan German 
conducts the first ecological footprint analysis of a 
hospital in North America.  

• 2006, “Hospitals Go ‘Green,’” (The Wall Street 
Journal, 10/6/2006) Articles appear in the popular 
press discussing environmental concerns regarding 
hospitals, highlighting hospitals that are making 
improvements. 

• Associations form to promote environmental 
awareness in hospitals, such as Heath Care Without 
Harm and Hospitals for a Healthy Environment 
(H2E)





•According to Lausten, the 
increase in medical waste over 
the past 30 years has become a 
significant environmental 
concern, and his article 
discusses methods for 
reducing and managing waste. 

•In this article, he has 
encouraged nurses and 
managers to “moderate 
negative environmental effects 
by promoting reduction, 
recycling and reuse of 
materials in perioperative
setting.”

Gary Lausten, 2007, “Reduce-Recycle-Reuse: Guidelines for 
Promoting Perioperative Waste Management,” (AORN)



Beyond Binaries: Development 
and Integration of Future 

Frameworks and Technologies



Thank You!
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