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Postgraduate Certificate in Pathology Quality Assurance

External Quality Assessment

External Quality Assessment (EQA) is a vital component of Pathology Quality Assurance (PQA) programs. It
is a process of objectively comparing and evaluating the performance of a laboratory with that of other
laboratories performing the same type of testing. EQA programs aim to ensure the accuracy, precision, and
reliability of laboratory test results, thereby promoting confidence in laboratory testing and patient care.
This explanation will cover key terms and vocabulary related to EQA in the context of the Postgraduate
Certificate in Pathology Quality Assurance.

Proficiency Testing (PT) is a type of EQA that involves the distribution of unknown or blind samples to
participating laboratories for testing. The results are then analyzed and compared to determine the
accuracy and precision of each laboratory's testing methods. PT schemes can be organized by accreditation
bodies, professional organizations, or government agencies.

Interlaboratory Comparison (ILC) is another type of EQA that involves the comparison of results from
multiple laboratories performing the same test. ILC schemes can be organized by accreditation bodies,
professional organizations, or government agencies. ILC schemes can be either quantitative or qualitative,
depending on the nature of the test being performed.

Accreditation is a formal recognition that a laboratory or organization meets specified standards and
requirements. Accreditation bodies, such as the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) or the
College of American Pathologists (CAP), may require participation in EQA programs as a condition of
accreditation.

Standardization is the process of establishing uniformity in testing methods and procedures.
Standardization is essential for ensuring the comparability and reliability of test results between
laboratories. Standardization can be achieved through the use of reference materials, standard operating
procedures (SOPs), and quality control (QC) measures.

Reference Materials (RMs) are materials or substances that have been thoroughly characterized and are
used to establish the accuracy and precision of laboratory tests. RMs can be used for calibration, QC, or PT
purposes. RMs can be purchased from commercial sources or prepared in-house.

Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) are written instructions that detail the steps and procedures required
to perform a specific task or test. SOPs help ensure consistency and standardization in laboratory testing
and are essential for achieving accurate and reliable results.

Quality Control (QC) is the systematic monitoring and evaluation of laboratory testing processes to ensure
accuracy and precision. QC measures can include the use of control materials, replicate testing, and
statistical analysis of test results.

Measure of Uncertainty is a statistical expression of the range of values within which the true value of a
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measurement is likely to fall. Measures of uncertainty are used to assess the accuracy and precision of
laboratory tests and are essential for determining the reliability of test results.

EQA Scheme Design involves the development and implementation of EQA schemes that are tailored to the
specific needs and requirements of a laboratory or group of laboratories. Scheme design may involve the
selection of appropriate RMs, the establishment of performance criteria, and the development of reporting
and feedback mechanisms.

EQA Reporting involves the communication of EQA results to participating laboratories in a clear and
concise manner. Reports may include information on performance criteria, comparative data, and
recommendations for improvement.

Feedback is the process of providing participating laboratories with information on their performance in
EQA schemes. Feedback may include recommendations for improvement and may be provided through
written reports, face-to-face meetings, or online platforms.

Continuous Improvement is the ongoing process of identifying and addressing areas of weakness in
laboratory testing processes. Continuous improvement is essential for maintaining high standards of quality
and ensuring the accuracy and reliability of test results.

Challenges in EQA include the need for standardization, the availability and accessibility of RMs, and the
need for effective reporting and feedback mechanisms. Addressing these challenges requires collaboration
between laboratories, accreditation bodies, and professional organizations.

In conclusion, EQA is a critical component of PQA programs, and a thorough understanding of key terms
and vocabulary is essential for successful implementation and participation. EQA schemes such as PT and
ILC provide a means of evaluating the accuracy and precision of laboratory testing methods and promote
confidence in laboratory testing and patient care. Accreditation, standardization, and QC measures are
essential for achieving accurate and reliable test results. Effective EQA reporting and feedback mechanisms
are critical for promoting continuous improvement and maintaining high standards of quality in laboratory
testing.
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