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Standard Operating Procedure for Safe Autoclave Operation 
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Loading the Autoclave: 
• Ensure the drain strainer in the bottom of the autoclave is clean before loading the autoclave.  
• Use a cart to transfer items to be autoclaved, particularly if fragile/breakable (e.g. glass flasks and beakers) items 

are being transferred.  To avoid back injuries, push the cart up to the autoclave door and gently slide the load into 
the autoclave.  

• Never place autoclave bags or glassware in direct contact with the bottom of the autoclave. Place the secondary 
pan containing the items to be sterilized on the shelf or rack of the autoclave.  

• Do not overload the autoclave. It is important to leave sufficient room for thorough steam circulation. Do not allow 
material to touch the sides or top of the chamber. 

• Firmly lock the autoclave door prior to starting the run to prevent sudden release of high-pressure steam.  If the 
autoclave does not have interlocking mechanisms, take additional precautions to ensure the door is closed. 

 
Operating the Autoclave: 
• Choose the appropriate cycle (gravity, liquid, or dry cycle) for the material.  Consult the autoclave manual for 

assistance in choosing a cycle.  Manuals should be located near the autoclave. 
• Set appropriate time and temperature if using a customized cycle. 
• Start the cycle and fill out the autoclave user log with your contact information.  A completed cycle usually takes 1-

1 ½ hours.  
• Do not attempt to open the door while the autoclave is operating. 
• If a problem occurs, abort the cycle and report it to the supervisor immediately. 
 
Unloading the Autoclave: 
• Before opening the door, ensure that you have on all required PPE (lab coat, closed-toed shoes, long pants, eye 

protection, and heat-resistant gloves).   
• The pressure gauge must read zero before attempting to open the door.  Verify cycle conditions were met. 
• Carefully crack door open to release residual steam and allow pressure within liquids and containers to normalize. 

Be sure to stand away from the door so as not to be exposed to steam escaping the autoclave. 
• Verify that heat sensitive tape has changed color or the word “autoclaved” has appeared. 
• Wait a full five minutes if the autoclave load contains only dry glassware, and no less than 10 minutes if 

autoclaving liquids before removing the items. 
• Use caution when removing liquids, molten agar, etc. Liquids, especially large volumes, may continue to boil for 

some time after autoclaving.  
• Do not agitate containers of super-heated liquid or remove caps before unloading to avoid getting splashed with 

scalding liquid.  
• When removing biohazard bags, always pick up from the top, taped area of the bag.  Never handle the biohazard 

bags by the sides or bottom. 
• Slide a cart to the opening of the autoclave and pull the autoclave secondary container onto the cart for transport.  
• Place the cart in a low traffic area that is clearly identified as “hot materials” while additional cooling occurs. 
• Let the glassware cool for 15 minutes and liquid loads for a full hour before touching the items with ungloved 

hands.  
 
NOTE: If a faulty condition exists (e.g., sterilizer did not finish the cycle, or water leaks out when the door is unlocked), 
contact the service company.  Place a sign on the autoclave that it is out of use.  Do not continue to use the autoclave 
until it is operating correctly. 
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AUTOCLAVE USE LOG 

Entries must be placed in the log book each time the autoclave is used.  These records are used for 
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Standard Operating Procedure for Safe Autoclave Operation 
 “I have read and understand this SOP. I agree to fully adhere to its requirements.” 

Last Name (print) First Name (print) 92# Signature Date 
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