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Achieving reliable mass spectrometry data: 
back to basics
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Data reliability – the wider view
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Overview

• The need for reliable measurements
• What is ‘a reliable result’?
• Do analytical laboratories get it right most of the time?
• Achieving valid analytical measurements
• Applying the ‘VAM principles’ for reliable data

The need for reliable 
measurements

In a survey of analytical laboratories, the main 
reasons given for obtaining data were:

• Meet specific legal obligations (56%)
• Ensure products meet specification (50%)
• Assist in problem identification/solving (50%)
• Other (16%)

(More than one answer per respondent)

Customer vs laboratory view

• The customer view
– I send my samples to different labs and get different results
– Many laboratories charge too much for their measurements, I 

expect reliable data at the best price
– I use accredited laboratories to be sure of reliable data

• The laboratory view
– Our measurements are reliable, we cannot understand why 

other laboratories disagree with our results
– Accreditation and PT adds to costs without achieving much but 

our customers insist on it
– Customers do not understand that you only get what you pay for

Costs of wrong results

• Repeat sampling and analysis
• Loss of business/customers
• Replacement of goods
• Danger to health and safety
• Damage to the environment

What is ‘the right result’?

• Not
– the ‘correct’ value
– the ‘right’ value 
– the ‘true’ value
– the ‘perfect’ value

• Nor is it ‘the one the customer would like to see’

• It is result which is fit for its intended purpose

In the DTI VAM Programme this is referred to as a
valid measurement
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