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The role of laboratories in a pandemic 

• The reasons for testing 
o Public health – case detection, case exclusion, outbreak 

investigation  

o Clinical – Diagnosis, Prognosis, Monitoring, Antiviral 
susceptibility 

o Infection control – patient cohorting, staff exclusion, clearing 
patients/staff 

• Used for reassurance as well as diagnosis 
o Clinicians like to know what they are treating, patient like to know 

they haven’t got pandemic influenza for the sake of themselves and 
their families, institutions like to know that their staff are safe to work, 
etc 

o Politicians and the media like to know risks and predictions of risk 
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The laboratory response process 
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Determine optimum sample types, 

diagnostic sensitivity, specificity, negative 

predictive value, positive predictive value 

Find out about the virus 

Assess the value of existing tests 

Develop new tests 

Validate new tests 

Quality assure new tests 

Evaluate new tests 



The 2009 experience 
A ll Inf luenza samples -  request s
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All Influenza samples - Flu A pos
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Influenza PCR 
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“season” began 

earlier than usual  

Request 

numbers 

were 
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policy 

decisions, 

public 

perceptions 

and media 

The wheels didn’t fall off, but they were wobbling! 



The challenges we anticipate 
• Getting a test up and running for a new virus of uncertain 

pathogenicity 
o Test development, regulatory requirement, staff safety, biocontainment 

requirements, ensuring equipment and reagent availability 

• Getting the samples in and the results out 
o Number, urgency, private sector involvement 

• Prioritisation of samples 
o Pretest demand management and adjusting expectations, identifying the truly 

urgent ones 

o Getting the other work done as well 

• Communication expectations 
o Test number reporting, result reporting, personal communication with health care 

staff, meetings and reports, politicians and media 

o Concerns of our own staff 

• Who pays? 
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