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Preparing Laboratory Champions for the 21st Century 

Revolutionary changes occurring in laboratory medicine are pressuring laboratory managers to 

develop new skills that address not only the explosion of new technologies but new challenges 

that laboratories face as they compete for scarce resources from Governments that are 

struggling to juggle many competing priorities. This is especially true for laboratorymanagers in 

the Caribbean and other similarly resource-challenged countries. 

Advent of a Regional Laboratory Strengthening Intervention (2002-2007) 

As far back as 2002, the Caribbean Epidemiology Centre (CAREC) initiated an EU-funded multi-

pronged project (SMLS) in 23 Caribbean countries to strengthen medical laboratories. In 

seeking to build laboratory management capacity and to develop ‘Champions’ for quality, the 

Project first identified key competencies needed to manage laboratories in our unique 

Caribbean environments. The Project then designed a three-year training programme aimed at 

developing these competencies using a practical and action-learning approach. 

Training strategies were designed to stimulate a passion for laboratory quality and to develop 

core management competencies. These includedquality management systems implementation, 

networking, negotiation, communication, conflict management, advocacy,adaptability, 

networking and professional development among other key attributes needed to successfully 

guide laboratories through the many existing operational challenges. Fifty-

fivesuccessfulmanagers from the private and public sector in 23 Caribbean countries completed 

the programme and were awarded a post-graduate certificate from the Michener Institute for 

Applied Health Sciences in Toronto, Canada. 

How have ‘Graduate Managers’ used their acquired knowledge and skills? 

This is the first of a series of articles in which the programme’sgraduates will share open and 

honest views about their laboratory improvement journey over the past six years. These 

graduates hope that by sharing their experiences and lessons learned, they can motivate, 

comfort and encourage fellow laboratorians embarking on or well into their ownlaboratory 

quality journeys.  

Five of the programme’s graduates from both private and public sector laboratories in Project 

countries Tammy (Bermuda – quasi autonomous NGO), Judith (Cayman Islands – statutory 

Body), Rebeca(Dominican Republic – private laboratory), Trudy (St Lucia – private laboratory) 

and Haidi(Suriname – public sector laboratory)share the following views: 

“I was greatly empowered and motivated by the (SMLS) training programmeto face the 

challenges of advocating for the development of a national quality improvement strategy for 
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laboratory accreditation” says Trudy from St Lucia. This sentiment was echoed by Judith 

(Cayman Islands) who observed that “many of our management and quality achievements can 

be directly attributed to the SMLS project which really gave impetus and focus to laboratories 

across the region”and Rebeca (Dominican Republic) who in speaking about her participation in 

the Project said “…it wasn’t until thatmomentthat I understood that I could implement (quality) 

in our private institution…”. For Rebeca, the group support and regional ‘people’ 

networkprovided the motivation for her thrust towards quality and her determination to be a 

model for other laboratories in the Dominican Republic.  

Sharing Experiences and Lessons Learned 

Cayman Islands: Today, Judith, in her 

previous capacity as Quality Manager of 

the Cayman Islands Hospital Laboratoryand 

recently appointed Laboratory Manager, 

can boast of taking her laboratory to the 

brink of an accredited status through 

strong advocacy, planning and good 

leadership at the laboratory level and 

enormous support from the hospital’s 

senior management team and other health 

decision-makers. She couldn’t have done it 

without their support. They provided the wherewithal to ensure that the laboratory was well-

equipped, had an infrastructure conducive to quality operations, and wassupported by an 

efficient procurement system and excellent biomedical services.Her laboratory was outfitted 

with an integrated laboratory information system that ensured effective management of 

laboratory data and provision of reliable and timely information to clients. Judith admits that 

the only reason that her laboratory is not accredited is due to her own and her staff’s 

perception that accreditation means ‘perfection’ and her fear of failing. Staffhavenow decided 

that this is the time to move ahead andhave committed to achieving accreditation in early 

2013.Moving past ‘accreditation’ to the bigger vision of an increased scope of services and even 

the provision of a regional reference service, says Judith, is on herlaboratory’s agenda.    



3 
 

St Lucia: As Chairperson of the St Lucia 

National Laboratory Advisory Council, 

Trudy used her SMLS preparation to 

inspirethe Council’s quality 

improvement efforts. Her advocacy at 

this level, she admits, contributed to the 

Council’s accomplishments that 

included, inter alia,adoption of the ISO 

15189 Standard as the benchmark for 

national medical laboratories, increased 

focus on human resource development 

at all levels of laboratory operations and 

the introduction of standardized 

methods for safety and microbiology. At 

the same time Trudy, in her role as 

laboratoryand quality manager of a private facility,established her quality goals and dedicated 

considerable energy and passion to implementing a quality management system (QMS). She 

describes this experience as challenging but exciting and demanding 100% staff involvement 

and commitment. Even though she migrated in 2009, Trudy was thrilled when, in 2010, her St 

Lucia laboratoryrealised their dream of being the first laboratory in the country to achieve 

accreditation. 

Trudy has moved on to a laboratoryin Canada.  Here is a laboratory,she says, that lives and 

breathes continuous quality improvement (CQI) under the watchful eye of a Department of 

Quality & Regulatory Affairs.Daily reviews of quality indicators and team resolution of non-

conformances are the norm. She says that she feels the same keen sense of excitement and 

interest that she remembers from her participation in the SMLS project andobserves that this 

new experience has served to reinforce the message that the accreditation journey requires 

unrelenting attention to audits, external quality assurance (EQA), validations, standard 

operating procedure (SOP) revisions, turn-around-time(TAT) tracking and safety among the 

many other quality factors.  She quietly reflects on how effectively she has been prepared for 

her new challenges by both her SMLS experience and the quality improvement effort in her 

previous St Lucialaboratory.  Trudy admits that her training as an advocate, a leader and most 

importantly, an activist,has significantly contributed to the confidence she now brings to her 

functions in this new and high quality accredited environment.  
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Dominican Republic (DR): Rebeca has had the good 

fortune to inherit a family laboratory business 

founded by her father. She has grown the business 

from one to three laboratories. Rebeca confesses 

that even as a student she loved the concept of 

laboratory quality. She was lucky, she says, to have 

had the chance to enroll in the SMLS project and 

motivated by her peers in the programme, she set 

out to become a model and motivation for 

laboratories in the DR, especially smaller 

laboratories that felt that achieving quality was an 

impossible goal. Encouraged by the SMLS project to 

start a Quality Department, in 2003 she began implementation of the ISO 15189 Standard and 

her quality management system. For her, the laboratory’s turning point was in fully accepting 

the ISO Standard as the ‘benchmark’ for laboratory practice.  

Rebeca seemingly did all the ‘right’ things from the beginning. Recognising the critical 

importance of laboratory staff to successful quality improvement and the threat posed by staff 

resistance to the new quality changes, Rebeca wisely focused on providing training for staff to 

ensure their understanding and application of the Standard.  She introduced a more stringent 

assessment for recruitment of new staff and for measuring the performance of existing staff.  

Sheinsists that conducting the first gap analysis against the ISO Standard was a key factor in 

developing the initial planoutlining quality improvement tasks and assignment of staff 

responsibilities.Staffwere involved in developing the quality policy, writing the quality manual 

and documenting and controlling laboratory processes. Quality indicators and quality circles 

were her mechanisms for monitoring implementation progress and taking corrective actions. 

Procurement and equipment maintenancesystems were perceived to be important and were 

improved.  

Rebeca notes with pride, the dramatic changes in organizational culture over time as staff 

became accustomed to doing the ‘right thing right’. It is a challenge to sustain quality efforts 

she says,but feels that the patient outcomes are worth the intense staff efforts and financial 

investment made. While costs of applying and obtaining accreditation are high, Rebeca has 

committed to finishing her ‘Accreditation’ project soon. She has, however, achieved one of her 

goals since her laboratory is now a model and classroom where others come to observe a 

laboratory quality system in operation. 
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Suriname: Haidi confessed that she had mixed feelings 

about embarking on the QMS journey – excited but also 

doubtful about her ability to manage what seemed to be a 

huge task ahead. She admitted that her many years of 

experience in managing a laboratory and support from the 

regional network of laboratory colleagues, all struggling to 

implement quality, gave her comfort and helped her to 

manage her doubt. She reflects on the lessons that she has 

learned as both a Laboratory Manager and in her capacity 

as the National Quality Coordinator at the Ministry of 

Healthand advises that laboratories should ensure that the 

roles and responsibilities of the Quality Manager and the 

QMSare clearly documented and understood. She 

emphasizes the absolutely critical importance of involving ALL staff from the very beginning in 

the quality improvement planning and monitoring. Celebrating small successes and 

achievements proved to be a useful motivational strategy for her. Managers, advises Haidi,must 

role model professionalism and also need to establish their own peer support and de-stressing 

systems. It has taken some time but on reflection Haidi says she has observed the personal 

growth among technologists in the Public Health laboratory and is proud of the growing 

awareness of the importance of QMS by technologists in Suriname.  

Bermuda:At the heart of the Organisation 

with which she works, says Tammy, is a 

philosophy of high quality patient care.  

Using a creative approach to generating her 

staff’s enthusiasm about their accreditation 

process, Tammy’s laboratory held a “Name 

the (Accreditation) Project’ contest. The 

winning name – “Laboratory Empowerment 

and Accreditation Process (LEAP)” appealed 

to staff to put aside their inhibitions and to 

‘Leap’ into achieving Accreditation. Tammy 

was the first of the SMLS management 

graduates to take her laboratory to accreditation.She is very proud of this. Tammy, like Rebeca, 

started her accreditation process with a gap analysis and development of a detailed action plan. 

This served as the road map for their accreditation journey. Assigning responsibilities with 

deliverables, timelines and accountability was vitally important says Tammy, as was monitoring 

of the process and progress. Flexibility and willingness to change were also critical to moving 

the process along.While there were many twists and turns along the way, Tammy 
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admitted,with changes in laboratory staff and institutional leadership, there was a core of 

committed staff who stuck to the job and kept focused on the goal, not of accreditation, but of 

quality patient care. From Tammy’s perspective, many things can be achieved at little cost but 

with high staff commitment. She lists documentation of SOPs, job descriptions, competency 

and performance assessments, alignment of policy and practice and creation of data bases for 

laboratory equipment and testsoffered, among these.During the process, laboratory staff 

sought advice and clarification from colleagues and even people they didn’t know. She advises 

laboratory staff to avoid re-inventing the wheel. Adapt what’s available on the internet and 

from others. They obtained accreditation in 2006 and have maintained this status up to 

2012,Tammy proudly reveals. Accreditation requirements are now everyday practice for 

laboratory staff. 

Key Success Factors 

Admittedly the quality journey is fraught with ongoing challenges  - time and resources being 

major deterrents.But what do these regional Quality Champions see as the critical success 

factorsforimplementing and sustaininglaboratory quality?  

Recurring themes included 100% support from administrators and laboratory management;a 

clear institutional vision; fearless and visionary laboratory leadership; thorough knowledge of 

the laboratory standard; 100% staff involvement, responsibility, accountability, dedication and 

commitment; a shared vision by all, effective teamwork, strong communication channels 

among staff, clients and stakeholders; an effective staff recruitment process and  structure and 

above all a collective will and seriousness of purpose and a primary focus on patient care and 

safety. Striving for a culture of sustainable laboratory quality in which ‘doing the right thing the 

right way the first time and every time’ has been the common goal for all of these laboratory 

managers who have truly become ‘Champions’ of LaboratoryQuality. 

 

By Wendy Kitson-Piggott, Laboratory and Quality Systems Specialist, CMLF.  

 

 

 

 

 


