The Importance of High Level Disinfection (HLD) for Ultrasound Probes
HLD: Why, What and When

Why HLD?
When it comes to reprocessing (disinfecting) ultrasound probes, clinical studies have
demonstrated the risks and potential serious consequences if certain standards of care are
not met:








Patients have been put at risk of infection transmission due to inadequate cleaning or
disinfecting of ultrasound probes and non-compliance with recommended
reprocessing procedures.1
A meta-analysis has shown that 12.9 percent of intracavity transducers are
contaminated with pathogenic bacteria following disinfection with low level
disinfectant wipes or sprays.2
Multiple studies have shown that HPV DNA persists on transducers after disinfection
with low level disinfectant wipes.3-5
Death has been associated with improperly reprocessed ultrasound probes.6
The first population-level study of its kind revealed an increased risk of infection and
antibiotic prescriptions following semi-invasive ultrasound probe procedures.7

Multiple global guidelines now recommend HLD of ultrasound probes in between patients to
reduce the risk of cross contamination. HLD is mandated by the CDC as the minimum
standard in ultrasound probe reprocessing for semi-critical procedures (i.e. intracavity and
surface ultrasound probes that contact mucous membranes or non-intact skin).
Unfortunately, this minimum standard is not always being met.
Using a protective sheath or condom on an ultrasound probe does not negate the
requirement for HLD. In 2008, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention mandated
that: “Even if probe covers have been used, clean and high-level disinfect”.8
Clinical evidence confirms the risks:





Probe sheaths have been reported to break 25 percent – 81 percent of the time.9
Condoms used with transvaginal probes have been reported to break 0.9 percent – 5
percent of the time.10-12
Condoms used with transrectal probes have been reported to break 9 percent of the
time.13
A study published in TheInfection Control of Hospital Epidemiology Journal, states
that probe covers “are inefficient at preventing contamination of endocavitary
ultrasound probes under routine conditions”.14
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What is HLD?
HLD one of three disinfection levels used in hospitals and clinics for reprocessing ultrasound
probes. It results in the complete elimination of all microorganisms in or on a probe, except
for large numbers of bacterial spores.8,15

When should HLD be used?
HLD should be performed on ultrasound probes that are used in semi-critical procedures, as
defined by the Spaulding Classification (see above diagram) which forms the basis for
multiple US and international guidelines. Applying the correct level of disinfection is based
on the procedure the probe is going to be used for on the next patient and the degree of risk
for infection.
Ultrasound probes used in examinations that may have a remote chance of contacting
cracked or other non-intact skin and bodily fluids (including blood) should be minimally high
level disinfected.8,16
If a heat-sensitive device cannot be sterilized due to the potential damage to the device then
it can, at a minimum, be high level disinfected.

###
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