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Clean vs Sterile: Management of Chronic Wounds
This document is a collaborative effort of the Association for Professionals in Infection Control and
Epidemiology, Inc. (APIC) and the Wound Ostomy Continence Nurses Society (WOCN). Its purpose is
to review the evidence on which chronic wound care practice is based and to present approaches for
chronic wound care management. Areas of controversy include a lack of agreement on the definitions
of “clean” and “sterile” technique and a lack of consensus as to when each is indicated in the manage-
ment of chronic wounds. Current wound care practices are extremely variable and are frequently
based on rituals and traditions as opposed to a scientific foundation.
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TABLE 1. Suggested Technique for the Management of Chronic Wounds

Intervention Handwashing Gloves

Supplies
(Includes solutions and
dressing supplies) Instruments

Wound cleansing Yes Clean* Normal saline or
commercially prepared
wound cleanser—sterile;
maintain as clean per
care setting policy**

Irrigation with sterile
device; maintain as
clean per care setting
policy

Routine dressing change
without debridement

Yes Clean* Sterile; maintain as
clean per care setting
policy**

Sterile; maintain as
clean per care setting
policy

Dressing change with
mechanical, chemical,
or enzymatic
debridement

Yes Clean* Sterile; maintain as
clean per care setting
policy**

Sterile; maintain as
clean per care setting
policy

Dressing change with
sharp, conservative
bedside debridement

Yes Sterile* Sterile Sterile
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Position Statement,

continued from page 19
HICPAC: History and Guidelines

Bob Sharbaugh, PhD, CIC, APIC/HICPAC liaison
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Guideline for Environmental
Infection Control in Healthcare
Facilities
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Guideline for Prevention of
Healthcare-Associated
Pneumonia
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Guideline for Prevention of
Intravascular Catheter-Related
Infections
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