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Handling Hazardous Medications (USP 800) – Staff FAQs 
 

General 
What is a hazardous drug (HD)?  
A hazardous drug (HD) is any drug identified as hazardous or potentially hazardous by the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) on the basis of at least one of the following six 
criteria: carcinogenicity (causes cancer), teratogenicity or developmental toxicity (causes harm to fetus if 
pregnant), reproductive toxicity (causes infertility or miscarriage in humans), organ toxicity (causes 
organ damage at low doses in humans or animals), genotoxicity (causes chromosomal damage), and 
new drugs that mimic existing hazardous drugs in structure or toxicity. NIOSH maintains a list of 
antineoplastic and other hazardous drugs used in healthcare settings. 
 
How do I know whether any of the medications I work with are considered hazardous? 

• It is listed on the VUMC Hazardous Medication List, 
• It is stored in a location that is labeled as hazardous. 
• It is delivered in a container that is labeled as hazardous. 
• The medication administration record (MAR) includes a notation that the medication is 

hazardous. 
 
How can I be exposed to hazardous medications? 

 Dermal or mucosal absorption (e.g., contact with materials or fluids, splash to 
eyes/nose/mouth) 

 Inhalation of aerosols, droplets or powders 
 Self-inoculation (e.g., injection through sharps) 
 Ingestion (e.g., contaminated foodstuff, mouth contact with contaminated hands) 
 Contact with surface residues (e.g., containers, individual dosage units, outer containers, work 

surfaces, floors) 
 Contact with blood and body fluids (e.g., blood, urine, feces, cerebral spinal fluid) from patients 

having received a hazardous medication that is being actively excreted  
 Hazardous medication spills 
  

 
How do I protect myself and others from exposure to hazardous medications?  
Wear Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) during handling activities based on the HML PPE Chart.  
Examples include gloves, hazardous gown (chemo gowns), face shields, goggles (face shields alone do 
not provide adequate eye protection), n-95 mask and/or powered air-purifying respirator (PAPR).  
Complete required education and follow procedures outlined in policies and SOPs for Hazardous 
Medication Handling. 
 
What is decontamination? 
Decontamination refers to inactivating, neutralizing, or physically removing hazardous residue from non-
disposable surfaces and transferring it to absorbent, disposable materials (e.g., wipes, pads, or towels).  
Bleach is a decontaminant that is used at VUMC.  Follow these steps to decontaminate work surfaces, 
equipment, and other non-disposable items after use, between patients, and whenever visible residue is 
present: 

https://prd-medweb-cdn.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Rxintranet/files/HazMedList.pdf
https://prd-medweb-cdn.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Rxintranet/files/HazMedList.pdf
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 Inactivate the hazardous material with BLEACH wipes.    
 Remove bleach and disinfect by wiping twice with VUMC- approved disinfectant  

 
What happens if I choose not to wear PPE? 
You may be putting your health at risk, as well as others since you may spread the hazardous 
medications through cross-contamination by touching other surfaces.  You will also be in violation of 
federal mandates and VUMC policies and may be subject to performance improvement plans. 
 
What do I do if I am exposed? 
You will need to fill out a first report of work injury.  If a hazardous spill occurs, you will need to fill out 
an occurrence report to document the spill.  Both are available under the Veritas link. You may also 
need to be evaluated by occupational health or the ED. 
 
Can PPEs be reused? 
Only Reusable PPEs (PAPRs) can be reused after appropriate decontamination.  Disposable PPEs, such as 
n-95 masks, gloves and gowns must not be reused due to potential contamination of other surfaces with 
hazardous residue. 
 
Is it ok to wear isolation gowns instead of hazardous (chemo) gowns when a gown is required by the 
HML PPE Chart? 
No. Gowns for handling hazardous medication must be impervious. The hazardous (chemo) gowns need 
to be used. 
 
When am I required to wear a PAPR with a chemical cartridge instead of an N-95? 

• Clean up of large spills (requiring more than one spill kit) 
• When administering the following medications when a CSTD cannot be used for administration 

or when cleaning a spill : Carmustine, Cisplatin, Cyclophosphamide, Etoposide, 5-fluorouracil, 
Ifosfamide, Nitrogen mustard, Thiotepa.  These are medications that have the potential to 
vaporize at room temperature. 

 
After handling hazardous medications, can I use the alcohol gel for hand hygiene? 
No. Wash your hands with soap and water after removing gloves. Most hazardous medications are 
water soluble and the friction of rubbing your hands helps to remove any potential contamination. 
 
Can I send hazardous medications via the pneumatic tube system? 

• Antineoplastic medications cannot be sent via the pneumatic tube system.   
• Liquid forms of hazardous medications, both antineoplastic and non-antineoplastic, cannot be 

sent via the pneumatic tube system. 
• Other forms of non-antineoplastic medications can be sent via the pneumatic tube system as 

long as they are double-bagged.  
• Refer to the Do Not Tube List for VUMC Pharmaceuticals for more details. 

 
 
Will VUMC be implementing processes for wipe testing and medical surveillance? 

https://veritas.app.vumc.org/
https://prd-medweb-cdn.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Rxintranet/files/HazMedList.pdf
https://prd-medweb-cdn.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Rxintranet/files/DoNotTube.pdf
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Current efforts are focused on implementing the required elements of USP 800 designed to ensure 
policies, procedures, work practices and engineering controls (e.g., equipment, PPE) are adequate to 
protect workforce members from exposure to hazardous medications.   Wipe testing, medical 
surveillance and other processes recommended by USP 800 will be evaluated at a later date, as part of a 
continuous monitoring program to evaluate the effectiveness of these measures. 

 
 
 

Nursing 
My unit regularly prepares medication in a medication room. Will all staff members in the room need 
to wear PPEs if hazardous medications are being prepared? 
Yes 
 
Can we continue to use the individual pill splitters for patients? 
Yes 
 
Can we continue to use the individual “twist-type” pill crushers for patients? 
No.  Patient specific “twist-type” pill crushers may only be used for non-hazardous medications.   
Pill crushers with handles and associated pouches (e.g. Silent Knight) must be used for hazardous 
medications.   
 
If using the pill crusher with handles and associated pouches (e.g. Silent Knight) when crushing 
hazardous medication, do I still need to wear PPEs? 
Yes. There is always a risk of puncturing the pouch or the crusher malfunctioning.  Appropriate PPE must 
be worn when crushing, and when the pouch is opened to administer the medication (See HML PPE 
Chart).   
 
Can meds be crushed in their own package? 
No. The package that the medications are stored in may become punctured when crushed.  The 
approved pill crusher with handles and associated pouches are designed to contain the crushed 
medication and reduce exposure.  You will need to use the approved pouches. 
 
If someone is crushing/splitting hazardous medications, how close can I safely be without wearing 
PPEs? 
If you are in the same room, you will also need the required PPE.  Crushing activities should take place in 
a designated, low-traffic area. 
 
Should I close the door when crushing/splitting meds? 
Yes. 
 
I have been crushing/splitting medications for years without PPE. How has this affected me? 
There are many factors that influence the effects of different medications.  If you are concerned that 
you may have been affected due to previous practices, you should notify occupational health clinic to 
help you determine the best plan of action.  
 

https://prd-medweb-cdn.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Rxintranet/files/HazMedList.pdf
https://prd-medweb-cdn.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Rxintranet/files/HazMedList.pdf
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What do I say to family members that notice nurses wearing PPE that were not worn during previous 
encounters? 
Healthcare workers are repeatedly exposed to hazardous medications from multiple patients every day.  
New federal guidelines require healthcare workers to wear Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) such as 
gloves and gowns to help reduce exposure. 

What do I say to family members that ask about wearing PPE when administering medications at 
home? 
When giving this medication at home, refer to medication guides provided to you for proper handling 
and safety guidance. 
 
 

Research 
Will all investigational medications be classified as hazardous? 
No. Investigational drugs will be classified as either Non-hazardous medications or Hazardous Anti-
neoplastic medications. This will be noted on the Epic and Vestigo labels. 

 
Can investigational medications be sent through our pneumatic tube system? 
If the investigational medication is labeled as non-hazardous it can be sent through the pneumatic tube 
system. The do not tube list does not allow any liquids, creams or Hazardous Antineoplastic medication 
to be tubed. 

 
What is the Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) requirements for investigational medications? 
Follow the PPE requirements for Hazardous Anti-neoplastic medications on the chart. This may include 
gloves, gown, N-95 mask and/or goggles.  

 
If medications that are not dispensed by the IDS pharmacy, how do you confirm if the medication is 
hazardous? 
Refer to the Material Safety Data Sheet or package insert to confirm if medication is hazardous. If you 
are unsure, treat as a Hazardous Anti-Neoplastic medication. 
 


