
 
19 October 2020 

LABORATORY SERVICE UPDATE 

Urine Samples for Culture 

From Monday 9th November, Medlab South Microbiology Laboratory will introduce a 

major change affecting the way urine samples are processed. 

All urine samples will require mandatory relevant clinical details in order to be 

processed.  

Rationale for Change  

‘Choosing Wisely’ is a global initiative that “aims to promote a culture where low value and inappropriate clinical 

interventions are avoided, and patients and health professionals have well-informed conversations around their 

treatment options, leading to better decisions and outcomes.” New Zealand is participating 

(http://choosingwisely.org.nz/), and laboratories around NZ are actively engaging in the principles of ‘choosing 

wisely’.   

Over recent years, laboratories have seen the number of test requests increase significantly; and often they are 

not accompanied by relevant clinical details.  While this may reflect the time and workload pressures that 

clinicians are under, we believe that patient outcomes can be improved with better communication between 

clinical and laboratory teams. 

There is evidence that laboratory test requests are not always guided by pre-test probability (based on clinical 

assessment), and this can lead to excessive testing, misdirected testing and treatment, and ultimately patient 

harm. 

A recent audit has shown that over half of specimens received in the microbiology laboratory have no or 

inadequate clinical details on the request form.   Unlike many automated blood analytical procedures, clinical 

microbiology is very much a labour-intensive and interpretive specialty. 

For microbiology, clinical details are important for the following reasons: 

- To ensure that the appropriate tests are performed when the specimen is received in the laboratory.  

- Clinical details influence the pathogens we look for in the laboratory: these often need specialised culture 

plates and incubation conditions, or specialised tests outside routine culture. 

- To allow the scientist and microbiologist to interpret the initial results, and to aid them in deciding on further 

testing, including antimicrobial susceptibility testing when appropriate. 

- To help the laboratory suggest whether further testing may be indicated. For instance, the specimen 

received may not be optimal for the diagnosis of that condition. 

While this applies to all laboratory specialties, it is particularly important for microbiology.  

http://choosingwisely.org.nz/


 

Current Service 
Currently at Medlab South, urines are cultured if the cell count indicates >10x106/L (or if pregnant, pre-

urological surgery, neutropenic or paediatric irrespective of cell count). We proactively suppress culture results 

in some instances where the clinical details do not clearly indicate the presence of UTI. However, this is not 

uniformly applied by the laboratory scientists and there is differing practice at Nelson laboratory as compared 

to Wairau, where mandatory clinical details have been a requirement since 2017. Therefore this change seeks 

to amalgamate and update laboratory practices and is in line with other laboratories across NZ.   

New Service 
1. Urine samples without relevant clinical details, as per the list below, will not be processed from 

9th November 2020.  

Relevant clinical details for urine samples include: 

1. Pregnant – for diagnosis of asymptomatic bacteriuria of pregnancy 
2. Dysuria  / frequency / urgency / haematuria 
3. Fever 
4. Flank / loin  pain  
5. New onset delirium 
6. Urology pre-op (including  pre-TURBT/ TURP) 
7. Gynaecological  pre-op 
8. Post-renal transplant – 1st three months 
9. Systemic signs of infection in patient with indwelling urinary catheter 

 
Requesting clinicians will need to ensure that the indication is clearly recorded under the clinical details 

section of the request form to ensure that the test is processed. 

The Eorder form will be updated to include in a drop down menu to aid selection of the relevant clinical 

information. Please ensure the correct information is entered every time. 

Clinical details which are NOT considered to be relevant for urine samples include: 

1. Falls without additional features suggestive of UTI 

2. Urine dipstick results without clinical information indicating the presence of urinary symptoms 

3. Confusion (unless clearly an acute delirium) 

4. Check for “clearance” of previous positive culture – this is not routinely required if symptoms have 

resolved (unless pregnant) 

5. Cloudy/smelly urine without additional features suggestive of UTI. 

Specimens Sent Without Relevant Clinical Details 
The request will be registered in the laboratory information system but the sample will not be processed until 

relevant clinical information is provided. This can be done by phoning or emailing the laboratory within 72 hours. 

Samples will not be held for longer than 72 hours since this may affect the integrity of the sample. Where clinical 

details are provided but laboratory staff are unsure if they are sufficient or relevant, the on call clinical 

microbiologist will review the request form and make a decision regarding processing. 

 

 



 

Date for New Service 
These changes will be effective from 9th November 2020 

 

QUESTIONS OR FEEDBACK? 
If you have any questions or feedback regarding the requirement for relevant clinical details please contact: 

Dr Juliet Elvy        

Clinical Microbiologist   

Medlab South 

Juliet.elvy@medlabsouth.co.nz 

   


