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Knowing Versus Doing: A Story
A composite story from multiple colleagues about the 
difference between knowing and doing
A clinical laboratory wanted to install an automated immunoassay analyzer to reduce
the many manual methods the staff used for some autoantibody and infectious
diseases testing. The manual method involved frequent pipetting—an error-prone 
process that caused a variety of complaints about repetitive motion injuries.

The laboratory director and manager attended educational sessions at a
conference, as well as a few webinars, to learn about trends in automation and
automated immunoassays. All the education sessions were fun, and some even
served food.

The lab staff had a fair amount of experience with automation and putting
chemistry and hematology assays on line, but had less experience with automating 
the kinds of assays they were moving onto this piece of equipment. As it turned out, 
some of these assays proved to be tricky, with a fair amount of interferences and
indeterminate results. The technologists in the lab had warned about this.

The lab went ahead and purchased an instrument and migrated the assays over. 
Some of the techs were angry about this decision since they were experts in the 
manual methods, some of which required considerable manual dexterity and 
experience. The instrument repeatedly broke down in the � rst few months. Part of
the problem was operator error, but some rested with the instrument. In their 
troubleshooting, the staff found it hard at times to separate one from the other.

At one point the lab had to issue more than 10 corrected reports in 1 week, some
of which involved moving values into or out of the reference range. The lab director
had to apologize to a patient who was very upset about receiving a false diagnosis.

The lab director thought about quitting, but couldn’t afford it. She also didn’t
want to be defeated by a robot. Over time, the lab gradually learned the 
instrumentation’s quirks and worked with clinicians to better understand the nuances
of how they used the results clinically. It took about a year, but the instrument
became a stable workhorse.

The lab’s leadership learned: It can be hard to automate a tricky assay; it is
important to listen to the voice of the customer, including bench technologists; trust
the manufacturer, but verify what the company says with unbiased, real-world visits or
consultations with colleagues who have similar labs; leadership is all about change 
and the pain of change is always underestimated.

Knowing
Doing

This book about golf is 
great. I know everything 

about the golf swing, and I 
can’t wait to get out there.

I can’t hit the ball and I’m 
going to quit this game. It feels 

good to break these clubs.

Please stop yelling at the 
clients. The article speci� cally 
states that clients do not like 

to be told they are stupid.

This article about customer 
service is going to change 

the way we talk to our 
customers.

This short course 
about how robots will 
do all lab tasks really 

has me motivated 
to improve our 

automation.

Why do those robots 
break so often? The 
automation course 
did not discuss the 
amazing amount of 
errors a bad robot 

can make in a short 
time. I wish we had 

a better service 
contract.

This book about 
proper nutrition 

is fantastic, 
a real game-

changer.

I can’t believe 
I just ate half a 
birthday cake.

This book about yoga is 
mind-blowing. I’m ready for the 

physical and mental bene� ts 
that yoga has to offer.

Please call the doctor, 
I believe I just seriously 

sprained my giblets.




