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1. Why do we need a LIMS?
This question is key to getting backing for the project from your senior management 
team. Listed below are some of the potential benefi ts of a LIMS that can form the basis 
of your cost justifi cation. Don’t limit the potential benefi ts to lab-based functions as a 
LIMS is potentially a powerful business management tool.

Example benefi ts:

•  Speed up sample throughput by eliminating paper records and manual transcription of 
results into lab notebooks.

•  Save time by automating laboratory workfl ows including the management of quality 
control samples, and approval by exception based on defi ned result limits.

•  Automated data search removes time spent looking for paper-based records and 
speeds up data reporting.

•  Automatic interfacing with MRP and other external systems speeds up production 
batch approval.

•  Real time access to laboratory performance indicators such as workload by person, by 
instrument, by test, by customer etc. 

•  Elimination of errors by ensuring operating procedures are properly adhered to.

• Monitor sample timings and throughput to identify and resolve process bottlenecks.

• Track sample locations to ensure they can be quickly retrieved.

• Create a chain of custody for all samples including location and responsible person. 

•  Integrate all laboratory functions to increase productivity and traceability while 
maintaining quality of processes and information.

•  Manage staff training and competencies, as well as instrument calibration and 
maintenance records.

•  Link staff competencies and instrument records to lab processes, ensuring only 
qualifi ed staff and instruments are used.

•  Automated instrument data capture that eliminates manual intervention and 
transcription errors.

2. Setting out your requirements
Writing a requirements document is key to agreeing your needs and can be shared 
with LIMS suppliers. Ensure you include a broad cross-section of people in the team: 
laboratory users, IT, QA, Management, and other functions that should have an input.

Consider the following guidelines when creating the requirements document:

2.1 Overview - a brief overview of the laboratory, the testing it does, and key personnel 
involved.

2.2 LIMS Summary - defi ne the key objectives and the productivity gains envisaged.

2.3 System Overview - Specify database preferences and hardware needs.

2.4 LIMS Technical Requirements – detail what is needed for each workfl ow step and 
any interactions with external systems (see Figure 2).

A requirements document ensures internal agreement and enables suppliers to estimate 
costs. 

3. Finding and selecting a supplier
Listed below are potential sources of supplier information:

• Web sites via Google search (i.e. LIMS consultant, ‘LIMS’ plus your industry)

• Specialised LIMS web sites i.e. https://www.limsforum.com/ or similar

• LinkedIn LIMS groups i.e. LIMS4U (just search with LIMS4U or LIMS as search terms)

• Trade exhibitions

The fi rst meeting: A sensible approach here is to brief the supplier on outline 
requirements. A short overview demonstration could be useful at this stage. To get the 
most from this ensure you have a checklist of your minimum requirements, and all key 
areas of the organisation are represented, including relevant management. You may 
want to see a second demo with some of it confi gured to suit your needs.

4. Classes of software 
Be sure you understand the type of LIMS software you are purchasing; you will likely be 
using it for a long time:

• Bespoke custom software – often written in-house or out-sourced to a software 

This article is intended as a concise guide for those looking for a LIMS, whether it is a small sample tracker system or a full function LIMS for a global operation, or 
anything in between. A fuller paper covering these points in more detail can be requested from the author. In case you think a LIMS isn’t for you Figure 1 shows the 
broad range of industries now using LIMS.

Figure 1: Industries purchasing a LIMS

Figure 2: Typical laboratory workflow
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development organisation. Common problems encountered are under-estimation of 
effort, diffi culty in adapting as needs change and support issues.

• Out-of-the-box LIMS – fi xed confi gurations that suit a particular laboratory or industry. 
The LIMS may not be easily adaptable, forcing laboratories to change their procedures 
rather than the LIMS. Some cloud-based solutions have fi xed confi gurations with costs 
rising sharply if solutions need to be individualised. 

• Confi gurable LIMS – many off-the-shelf commercial LIMS solutions are confi gurable. 
Many are confi gured by writing software to adapt the user workfl ow. Some have limited 
confi guration via built-in switches to enable or disable parts of a screen or workfl ow. 
One or two have a built-in graphical editor (an example screenshot is shown in Figure 
3) that allow edits to screens or workfl ow via a WYSIWYG (what-you-see-is-what-you-
get) graphical interface. Because the underlying software is unchanged by this type of 
confi guration, changes do not require re-verifi cation of software.

4. Reasons why LIMS projects fail
Points to consider ensuring success:

•  “I am sure we talked about this before we placed the order!” – ensure it is written down 
in your requirements document.

• Ensure suffi cient internal resource for project management and testing.

• Introduce change control - uncontrolled changes will add uncontrolled cost.

5. Customer references
After you have picked your preferred supplier, it is normal practice to speak to a reference 
that uses their system, preferably in your fi eld. Ask about the quality of support they have 
received and their views of the supplier.

6. Support and maintenance
Support and maintenance are an essential part of your LIMS. Get information on 
upgrades and how any potential bugs are managed. Software from reputable suppliers is 
upgraded regularly. Releases will contain new functionality and support new technology 
as required. These releases prolong the life of the LIMS. In addition, maintenance 
releases may be issued to correct verifi ed errors.

Ensure the suppliers support helpdesk is staffed by knowledgeable technical people. It is 
essential that you speak to, or can contact, someone who is experienced with the LIMS 
and understands your application as opposed to a call centre or self-help group!

7. Supplier due diligence
Remember, you are buying products. If their products are lousy, it won’t be much comfort 
that the supplier has a strong balance sheet, or lots of money, including yours.

Of course, they should not be too small a company and must have a good track record. 
But even in a large company, support is often dependent upon the abilities and attitudes 
of only a handful of people. You are not necessarily ‘safe’ with a big company: If you are a 
small customer heads won’t roll if your system doesn’t go as planned. 

8. Place the order
Hidden bits: Before you go ahead, make sure you know what the costs will be to get the 
whole system working or ‘fi rst year costs’. Separately, make sure you know any recurring 
costs, like support and maintenance.

You have to fi nd a deal with which you are happy, but make sure the supplier is happy 
with it as well. Remember this relationship should work for years. Don’t be the one that 
cares more about the discount than the detail.

When the big day arrives to go-live, the supplier should be on-hand to assist with any last-
minute issues that may arise. 
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Figure 3: Example of a LIMS screen with good graphics

Rapid DNA Sample Selection
Leading Dutch genome diagnostics lab, AGDx, is using Ziath’s Mohawk semi-automated tube picker to retrieve DNA samples accurately and rapidly from 
their extensive biobank.

Senior Chief Analyst in the AGDx laboratory at the VU Medical Centre, Dr Marja van Stralen said: “A few years ago, with stored DNA samples rising 
exponentially, the situation had arisen that we could no longer find the right samples so easily. As a result, our laboratory switched from the classic 
microcentrifuge tubes to 2D barcoded tubes in SBS format 96 position racks for storage of all DNA samples to enable us to efficiently manage our DNA 
biobank. In recent years, specialised knowledge has been increasingly required to perform DNA diagnostics and there are more and more diseases in which 
DNA diagnostics can support the correct diagnosis with current techniques. As a result, the number of requests to our laboratory grows every year. As a 
result, it is vital that we can quickly and accurately pick specific DNA samples enabling us to use the right tests with our various diagnostic techniques. 
Efficient picking of samples is especially important in larger studies which require a lot of Biobank DNA materials to be found quickly. Since the arrival of 
the Ziath Mohawk semi-automated tube picker, just over a year ago, we have been able to accurately pick and process more DNA samples in an efficient 
manner. As a result of this successful implementation, and the great support received from Ziath, our laboratory is in the process of acquiring a second 
Mohawk.”

The Ziath Mohawk semi-automated tube picker utilizes a linear rack reader and ninety-six pins to quickly pick frozen or thawed sample tubes from a scanned 
rack. Unlike slow and costly robotics, the Mohawk can scan and pick tubes in seconds. No set up or calibration is required, as control is achieved through 
software that offers an easy-to-use interface. Tubes can be picked from a single rack or from multiple racks using a picklist. The picklist can be initiated by 
scanning the 1D code on a rack, or it can be manually selected. The Mohawk can also be connected to a 2D barcode scanner for extra sample tracking and 
security, generating picklists directly from the tube barcodes. For further traceability, a 1D scanner for reading the rack barcode is also included.

Learn more about the AGDx Laboratory at the VU Medical Centre: ilmt.co/PL/y1Ab

More information online: ilmt.co/PL/06X0 59701pr@reply-direct.com
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