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       External Quality Control: Proficiency testing (PT)

What is proficiency testing?

Proficiency testing is testing of unknown samples.  Proficiency testing serves as an external check to verify the correctness of your test results by providing unknown specimens for testing by the laboratory.
How is proficiency testing the same as quality control?
Proficiency testing (PT) is another tool to ensure that the test is performing correctly.  Proficiency testing is testing of unknown samples the same way as testing patient samples. 

How does proficiency testing differ from quality control?

Proficiency testing material is provided by proficiency testing companies.  These samples are shipped periodically, either twice or three times per year.  When the lab receives these samples, it must test it using its own test kits.  The laboratory then sends its results back to the PT company for grading.  The laboratory test results are graded against other labs that are taking the same unknown samples and using the same test kit or method.  The challenge is, are you able to get the correct answers for these unknowns.  Getting the correct answers is a good indication of the quality of the test results you are reporting in your office.   
Where can I get proficiency testing samples?

Very simple, there is a handful of proficiency testing companies that provide unknown samples to physicians’ offices or small clinics.  There is a fee to subscribe to their program.  Call them for the subscription form and information on what plan is best for your laboratory.  A list of names and their phone numbers are provided. 

What do the PT companies provide?

The PT companies provide unknown samples that can test for every analyte in the body.  When you receive the unknown samples, an accompanying package insert is provided giving you step by step instructions on how to handle and process the samples, filling out the reporting form, mailing your results, timeframe to complete the tests, etc.  800 numbers are included in the package insert just in case you would like to call and talk with a technical representative.

There are programs for laboratories performing only waived testing.  These programs provide 2 samples in a shipment.  A shipment may occur twice or three times per year.  

Is it mandatory that I participate in proficiency testing?

It is not mandatory for laboratories carrying a certificate of waiver to participate in proficiency testing.  It is a system that checks to see if you can get the correct results and therefore is a good idea for you to participate.   Keep in mind that if you subscribe and fail to get the correct answer, this may be an indication of that you may have test performance problems.  So what should you do if you fail proficiency testing?  You should find out why you failed and establish a plan that will prevent you from failing again.  The proficiency testing 800 number is a good resource for assisting in troubleshooting PT failures.
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