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Analytical Quality in the Medical Laboratory – The ASAP Concept  
Part 1: Analytical Quality Specifications
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SUMMARY
This is the first article in a series of small, „loose“ contributions to this journal. The articles touch, what we think, is impor-
tant about analytical quality in the medical laboratory The articles will address topics such as metrology (philosophy of the 
measurand), statistics, internal quality control (IQC), external quality assessment (EQA), critiques to the discipline. All con-
tributions follow the ASAP-concept, meaning As Simple As Possible. Here, we explore the „ASAP“ concept for analytical 
quality specifications derived from biological variation. The application of the concept results for the great majority of the 
mainstream serum-, plasma-, and blood-analytes in CVa values within boundaries of 0.4 – 15 % and for Delta-SE within 
boundaries of 0.2 – 10 %. The take-home message is: analytical quality in the medical laboratory must NOT be viewed in 
absolute terms („a CVa of 2 % is good“), BUT in relative terms. A CVa of 2 % is good for S-cholesterol analysis, but NOT 
for S-Na analysis!
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SOUHRN
Stepman H., Stöckl D.: Analytická kvalita v lékařské laboratoři – Koncept ASAP.  
Část 1: Specifikace analytické kvality. 
Je předložena první část plánovaného souboru malých prací, určených pro tento časopis. Práce se týká věcí, podle našeho 
názoru důležitých pro analytickou kvalitu v klinické laboratoři. Celý soubor prací se bude zabývat tématy metrologie (charak-
teru předmětů měření), statistikou, vnitřní kontrolou kvality, externím hodnocením kvality a kritickými postřehy v uvedených 
oblastech. Příspěvky jsou napsány s maximální snahou po jednoduchosti podle konceptu ASAP-„as simple as possible“. 
V prvním příspěvku byl aplikován tento přístup pro odvození požadavků na analytickou kvalitu z hodnot biologických vari-
abilit: je diskutována situace při měření koncentrace Na v krevním séru. Analytická kvalita tohoto měření je akceptovatelná, 
pokud dlouhodobě sledované výsledky vykazují stabilitu v rozmezí 1 %. Této stability je možné dosáhnout.
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Introduction

This is the first article in a series of small, „loose“ 
contributions to this journal. The series is put under the 
Motto: „Die Wahrheit ist dem Menschen zumutbar“ (In-
geborg Bachmann). The articles touch, what we think, 
is important about analytical quality in the medical labo-
ratory (not necessarily in „logical order“). The articles 
will address topics such as metrology (philosophy of 
the measurand), statistics, internal quality control (IQC), 
external quality assessment (EQA), critiques to the dis-
cipline (see also: www.stt-consulting.com, „Tin Cans“), 
or any other topic that might be of interest to the reader 
of this journal. All contributions follow the ASAP-con-
cept, meaning As Simple As Possible.

Some words to the authors; Hedwig Stepman is a PhD 
student in the laboratory of Prof. Linda Thienpont and fol-
lows the education towards Clinical Biochemist. Dietmar 
Stöckl is an analytical chemist by training. He earned his 
PhD at Cologne University in the laboratory of Prof. Dr. 
Herbert Budzikiewicz (Negative Chemical Ionization Mass 
Spectrometry). He came into laboratory medicine in 1988, 
only, when the German RILIBÄK required reference mea-
surement procedure values for the German EQA surveys. 
He was picked by Prof. Dr. Hans Reinauer for building the 

reference laboratory at INSTAND eV. This developed a 
wonderful story thanks to the excellent cooperation with 
Prof. Dr. Linda Thienpont.

Why analytical quality specifications (goals) as first 
topic? When I (Dietmar) came into the field of laboratory 
medicine, my first task was to develop reference mea-
surement procedures. The immediate question was: 
which quality was required? This was an important 
question because high analytical precision and excel-
lent trueness have their price, and the price for quality is 
going up exponentially. Analytical quality specifications 
were at my heart from the very beginning and, indeed, 
are at the very heart of laboratory medicine. 

I wish to express at this place my sincere thanks to 
„The Westgards“ who regularly „give voice“ to my ideas 
and parts of this article have appeared before on their 
site (www.westgard.com).

Analytical quality specifications  
(analytical „goals“) 

Analytical quality specifications should be based on 
the Stockholm approaches and the Stockholm hierar-
chy [1]: i) clinical outcome; ii) questionnaires to clinicians, 




