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Introduction  

It is essential that gold-top/SST tubes are centrifuged as soon as the blood has clotted 
(clotting takes 30-60 mins). Centrifugation allows the gel to separate red cells, white cells, 
and platelets from the serum. If cells remain in contact with serum, cell contents (e.g. 
potassium, LD, AST) leak into the serum, or because the cells are metabolically active they 
utilize glucose. Consequently the following changes start to occur within 2-4 hours from 
blood collection:  

• Potassium increases 

• Glucose decreases 

• Other tests are affected after longer periods (e.g. LD, CO2, Phosphate, TSH) 

 
Purpose  

Technical Bulletin, flowcharts and stability tables are provided to guide our AutoChem 
technical staff in determining action for inappropriately processed serum separator tubes 
that may be received from Outreach. 
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Elevated Potassium and/or Decreased Glucose – Outreach Samples 
 

Potassium > 6.1 mmol/L and/or 
Glucose < 40 mg/dL 

↓↓↓↓ 

Check chart for previous results 
↓↓↓↓ 

Normal K+ and/or Glucose 
↓↓↓↓ 

Repeat on another analyzer 
↓↓↓↓ 

Repeats the same 
↓↓↓↓ 

Chart review for another serum from same time of draw 
(e.g. different accession or embiggened #, manual aliquot tube, call Outreach Specimen 

Processing to check “extra rack”, Outreach grey-top tube rack etc) 

↓↓↓↓

Still critical K+ 

and/or Glucose
Value(s) no longer 

critical

REPORT new results

Original tube

16 x 100 mm or

13 x 100 mm

•Good spin
•NO “S” or “R”

•NO date problem

•Good gel integrity

Original tube

16 x 100 mm or

13 x 100 mm

•“S” or “R” noted

•Date problem

•Poor gel integrity

OUTREACH 

REPORT:

Immediately as critical

LIS COMMENT:

“Sample is NOT 

hemolyzed.”

OUTREACH REPORT: 6am as critical

LIS COMMENT:  “Elevated Potassium and/or 

decreased Glucose suggests pre-analytical sample 

processing problem. Sample is NOT hemolyzed. 
Recommend clinical correlation and/or repeat 

testing.”

 
• ”S” = spun by Outreach (noted on specimen tube by Outreach Processing) 

• “R” = respun (noted on specimen tube) 

• “US” = noted in Antrim Patient Inquiry for unspun specimen received by Outreach 

• Integrity poor – angled gel, cells in serum, or incomplete separation of cells/serum 

• Date problem/Processing delay – date of collection differs from processing date.   
 

Poor gel integrity - If sample is “old” (has sat for several hours, already centrifuged in client’s office, in 
Outreach refrigerated problem rack, or in archive) do NOT re-centrifuge primary specimen.  If you must 
re-spin, pour off the serum into another tube and re-centrifuge the serum only. 
 

If you receive a critical Outreach K+ that is >10.0 mmol/L, report as “>10.0 mmol/L” instead of the actual 
value from the analyzer. 
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