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Re:   The importance of providing accurate clinical details when ordering Microbiology 

and Virology Investigations. 
 
 
 
Dear Colleagues, 
 
During the ordering of Microbiology and Virology tests, you will have noticed that there are a large number 
of questions which you are asked to answer during the ordering process and another box in which to type 
any other relevant clinical details. These questions and clinical details serve two purposes: one is to 
ensure that you receive the most accurate results possible, and the other is to ensure the safety of 
Laboratory staff. 
 
For example, provision of accurate travel history from areas where particularly dangerous (hazard group 
3) pathogens are endemic will automatically apply a “High Risk” flag to both the patient and the specimen 
within the laboratory information system. This allows us to process these specimens in the appropriate 
containment level to protect our staff from laboratory acquired infections. Other automatic flagging rules 
apply a “High Risk” flag if a patient has had a positive culture for a hazard group 3 pathogen in the previous 
three months. 
 
Furthermore, free text clinical details such as “patient has consumed unpasteurized dairy products or 
patient is known or suspected to have had contact with other patients known to have high risk 
communicable diseases” are also vital pieces of information which allows us to manually apply a high-risk 
flag to the specimen and patient, which again ensures we process the specimen (and other specimens 
from that patient) in the appropriate containment level thus preventing laboratory acquired infections. 
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On the 11th of November 2024, the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) issued an E-bulletin which states 
the following: 
 

Risk of exposure of laboratory staff to biological agents  

Workers at laboratories are being put at risk of infection because of missing 
information on specimen request forms 

If specimen request forms do not provide sufficient clinical information, then laboratory staff cannot identify 
the appropriate safety measures they need to apply to control exposure and possible infection. 

For example, specimens considered likely to contain Hazard Group 3 pathogens requiring propagation or 
culture must be processed within a containment level 3 laboratory. 

HSE investigations have confirmed several occasions when workers have been exposed to pathogens 
capable of causing severe disease. 

Action required 

Duty holders should ensure that: 

• specimen requests contain all relevant clinical information 

• laboratory staff act on clinical information provided 

• record-keeping and IT systems are fit for purpose 

 
For full details view the safety notice. 
 
Generally, our compliance with the above requirements is good but we can always do more. Please 
provide as much clinical information as possible when ordering Microbiology tests and help us to deliver 
the best quality results to our patients while keeping our laboratory staff safe! 
 
Kind Regards 
 

Simon Eccles 

  

 
  
Microbiology Laboratory Manager 
Microbiology Department 
Manchester University hospital NHS Foundation Trust 
Oxford Road 
Manchester 
M13 9WL 
T: 0161 701 6959 (Ext 16959) 
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