
“We are delighted with the enormous increase in throughput that we have seen from this project with Aitken Scientific.  
Previously, we were handling about 2,000 samples a year.  The first year after we implemented Aitken’s 
recommendations, we went to 25,000 samples – a massive improvement.  Aitken then made further improvements to the 
software to enable night as well as day runs and in our second year we processed 44,000 samples, all error-free.  And 
this all took place without any increase in staff.  Aitken Scientific delivered an expert and very professional solution to 
our throughput challenge.”  

Mandy Crowther, Associate Principal Scientist, AstraZeneca, Alderley Park 

The business challenge 
The challenge facing Mandy Crowther, as manager of 
AstraZeneca’s purification lab, was to implement a rapid, 
consistent, high-quality methodology for purifying 
100,000 compounds.  The existing manual process would 
sustain only around 2,000 samples each year and was 
already overstretched. 

Our solution 
We started by examining each step in the process from an 
ergonomic and logistic viewpoint, based on how the lab 
chemists would carry out each task.  Then we analysed 
the selected hardware to see which activities might be 
automated. From these investigations, we identified the 
priority workflow improvement areas in staff workloads 
managing all the processes before and after purification – 
and the need for a customised system to track the samples 
throughout.    We introduced bar-coded vials at all stages, 
with the barcode etched into the glass. Each rack of vials 
would also be bar-coded so that collections of vials could 
be moved around the lab and tracked together. 

Samples had to be registered and pre-analysed on arrival 
in the lab. Each purification run of four 48 well plates 
could generate over 1,000 glass vials, and all plates and 
vials need to be tracked through the lab. As each sample 
could be in the lab for a few days, that could mean 
thousands of vials in racks at different stages of the 
process.  And users needed status information 
throughout, so that they could make decisions about each 
sample.  The required increase in volumes meant it 
simply would not be feasible to try and track 1,000 
fractions each day manually. There had to be a better 
way…. 

Fig 1. The Waters purification factory 

… And there was!  Firstly, AstraZeneca selected a 
Waters Purification Factory. Then they needed to identify 
and implement the key workflow improvements that 
would enable them to maximise the capabilities of the 
factory.  
It was time to bring in the experts from Aitken Scientific.  
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Major benefits of our solution for AstraZeneca 
 

· Dramatic improvements in throughput, way beyond anticipated targets – from 2,000 samples per 
year to 44,000 samples, error-free, within two years of implementing our recommended improve-
ments and our tracking system 

 

· Moving to a double-shift pattern also helped drive the increase, saving AstraZeneca the transition 
and disruption impacts and costs of outsourcing this important process.  

 

· With our tracking software, at every stage of the process the plates, vials and racks of vials are trace-
able back to an original sample plate.  

 

· And our reporting system provides access to all the pre-analysis, purification and post-analysis data 
at the same time, allowing AstraZeneca’s teams to mark samples for further processing. 

Aitken Scientific – dramatic workflow and throughput improvements – it’s what we do! 
Can we improve workflow and throughput in YOUR lab environment?  

We should be talking….. 

We designed, tested, prototyped and implemented a 
tracking system solution that allows any plate, vial or 
rack in the system to be scanned and the related original 
plate identified. The original plate is considered the 
master reference and our software then tracks all the 
processes that the plate has been through.  This means 
that at every stage the plates, vials and racks of vials are 
traceable back to an original sample plate.  When vials 
moved from a rack to an evaporator, the association 
between the vial and the original sample plate is 
maintained.  When vials or racks are finished with, the 
relationship to the original plate can be removed so that 
the vial and rack can be re-used.  With the relational 
database, this becomes a straightforward task.  

Fig 2. Showing the processes related to a sample plate. 
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