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(54) AUTOMATIC ANALYZER AND METHOD FOR WASHING SAMPLE-PIPETTING PROBE

(57) An object of the present invention is to provide
an automatic analyzer capable of suppressing carry-over
from a sample of one type to a sample of a different type
of lower concentration with a requisite minimum of wash-
ing operation and thereby improving the accuracy of the
results of measurements. When the type is to be changed
from serum (preceding sample) to urine (current sample),
"serum" is set to a preceding type (202) and "urine" is
set to a measurement type (203) at number 1 in a con-
dition number (201). At condition number 1, the wash
type is pattern 1, with washing performed once with de-
tergent 1. Where the preceding sample is serum and the
current sample is CSF, the condition number is 2 and the
wash type is pattern 2, with washing performed twice
using detergent 1 and once with detergent 2. Where the
preceding sample is urine and the current sample is CSF,
the condition number is 3 and the wash type is pattern
3, with washing performed once with detergent 1, once
with detergent 2, and once with water. In the case of
pattern 4, washing is performed three times with deter-
gent 1.
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Description

Technical Field

[0001] The present invention relates to an automatic
analyzer that performs quantitative and qualitative anal-
yses on biological samples of a plurality of types such as
blood, urine, and CSF (cerebrospinal fluid).

Background Art

[0002] There is an automatic analyzer to measure bi-
ological samples of multiple types such as blood (includ-
ing serum and plasma), urine, and CSF (cerebrospinal
fluid) with a sample-pipetting probe shared between the
samples. It is general practice to use water to wash the
sample-pipetting probe after pipetting and to subse-
quently rinse inner and outer walls of these automatic
analyzers in order to prevent carry-over between the
samples.
[0003] There conventionally have been attempts to re-
duce the carry-over between pipetted samples by way
of improving the method for washing the nozzle and the
rinse bath in which to wash the nozzle as one of the tech-
niques for washing the sample-pipetting nozzle.
[0004] Meanwhile, the automatic analyzers have been
requested to improve their analytical processing capa-
bility in recent years, and the time to pipette samples has
been attempted to be shorter so as to boost overall an-
alytical processing performance.
[0005] The time to wash the sample-pipetting nozzle
also has been shortened as a result, which can lead to
cases where it may be difficult to avoid carry-over unfail-
ingly between samples following an ordinary washing op-
eration especially in measurement items susceptible to
the effects of carry-over.
[0006] The existing technologies for avoiding the carry-
over between samples include a technique for setting up
whether to insert a washing operation of the sample-pi-
petting nozzle for each measurement item and actually
insert the nozzle operation before a sample is pipetted
for measurement of the item in question.
[0007] Patent Document 1 discloses washing controls
according to which a special washing process is per-
formed to prevent contamination between the samples
with the use of the biochemical measuring device with
regard to highly sensitive immunological items if a spe-
cific analysis item is contained in individual samples in a
device structure having a device for measuring biochem-
ical items connected with a device for measuring immu-
nological items.

Prior Art Document

Patent Document

[0008] Patent Document 1: JP-2000-46844-A

Summary of the Invention

Problem to be Solved by the Invention

[0009] In the case of an analysis item where each type
has greatly different concentration, however, carry-over
might occur at the time of switchover between sample
types.
[0010] For example, the normal concentration of GLU
(blood glucose) contained in a serum sample is from 70
to 109 [mg/dL], whereas that of GLU in a urine sample
is from 1 to 2 [mg/dL]. The concentration found in samples
differs significantly between different analysis items.
[0011] For this reason, the effects of carry-over be-
tween samples of the same type are negligible even if
an infinitesimal amount of a sample remains on the inner
wall of the sample-pipetting nozzle. At the time of switch-
over from a sample of a high-concentration type to a sam-
ple of a low-concentration type, there can be significant
effects of carry-over between the samples even if only a
very small amount of the sample remains, which could
affect the results of measurements.
[0012] The automatic analyzers of recent years have
been required to deal with ever-smaller amounts of sam-
ples. This has created the possible effects of carry-over
greater than ever on the result of measurement of small
amounts of samples.
[0013] It is possible to prevent the effects of carry-over
between samples with the above-mentioned method for
determining whether to insert the washing operation for
each measurement item by setting up the washing op-
eration for any vulnerable measurement item, so that the
washing operation will be inserted at the time of switch-
over to the target type.
[0014] The washing operation will be inserted for sam-
ples of an unsusceptible type or for consecutive samples
of the same type as well at the same time, pushing up
running costs and lowering the efficiency of analyses due
to detergents and water wasted.
[0015] The use of the method described in Patent Doc-
ument 1 will prevent the wasteful insertion of the washing
operation as above through the washing control being
set only to the first sample that is to start the target type.
[0016] The insertion of a time-critical sample of differ-
ent type into a sequence of samples of the same type,
however, could affect the samples that have not had their
washing control set.
[0017] The interruption by the time-critical samples of
a different type occurs on an irregular basis and is difficult
to predict at the time of the setup.
[0018] The present invention has been made in view
of the above circumstances, and an object of the inven-
tion is to provide an automatic analyzer and a method
for washing a sample-pipetting probe, whereby the carry-
over between low-concentration samples of different
types can be suppressed with a minimum of washing
operations so as to improve the accuracy of the results
of measurements regardless of the order in which sam-
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ples are introduced or the order in which the samples
reach the pipetting position.

Means for Solving the Problem

[0019] In order to achieve the above object, the present
invention is structured as follows:
[0020] There is provided an automatic analyzer includ-
ing: a reagent container conservation mechanism which
holds a reagent container housing a reagent; a reaction
vessel conservation mechanism which holds a reaction
vessel; a reagent-pipetting probe which pipettes the re-
agent held in the reagent container into the reaction ves-
sel; a sample-pipetting probe which pipettes a sample to
be measured into the reaction vessel; a spectrophotom-
eter which analyzes the sample in the reaction vessel;
and a rinse bath in which the sample-pipetting probe is
washed. Where the sample-pipetting probe pipettes
samples of different types consecutively into the reaction
vessel, a method of washing the sample-pipetting probe
is determined before the next sample is pipetted on the
basis of the combination of the type of the sample cur-
rently pipetted and the type of the next sample to be pi-
petted, and then the sample-pipetting probe is washed
with the rinse bath.

Effect of the Invention

[0021] According to the present invention, it is possible
to implement an automatic analyzer and a method of
washing a sample-pipetting probe, whereby the carry-
over between low-concentration samples of different
types can be suppressed with a minimum of washing
operations so as to improve the accuracy of the results
of measurements regardless of the order in which sam-
ples are introduced or the order in which the samples
reach the pipetting position.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0022]

FIG. 1 is an overall configuration diagram of an au-
tomatic analyzer to which one embodiment of the
present invention is applied.
FIG. 2 is a diagram showing screen examples in
which to set whether to insert a special washing op-
eration.
FIG. 3 is a diagram chronologically showing how the
sample-pipetting probe is controlled on the basis of
the sample type and the order in which samples ar-
rive.
FIG. 4 is a flowchart of processing for determining
whether to insert the washing operation to prevent
carry-over between samples.
FIG. 5 is a functional block diagram for controlling
the washing operation on the sample-pipetting
probe.

FIG. 6 is a diagram showing a typical setup screen
for switching modes in which to calculate the amount
of wash fluid.
FIG. 7 is a diagram showing the screen examples of
FIG. 2 in which to set whether to insert a special
washing operation, in addition to the settings for de-
termining whether washing is deficient on the basis
of the number of times washing is carried out with
water where pipetting is not continuous.
FIG. 8 is a flowchart of processing in FIG. 4 for de-
termining whether to insert the washing operation to
prevent carry-over between samples, in addition to
the processing for determining whether to insert the
washing operation on the basis of the number of
times washing is performed with water where pipet-
ting is not continuous.
FIG. 9 is a diagram chronologically showing how the
sample-pipetting probe is controlled on the basis of
the order in which samples arrive and of the type,
using the method of determining whether to perform
washing on the basis of the number of times washing
is performed with water where pipetting is not con-
tinuous.
FIG. 10 is a diagram chronologically showing how
the sample-pipetting probe is controlled on the basis
of the sample type and the order in which samples
arrive, in a system in which the ordinary washing
operation in which normal water is used can be re-
placed with the washing operation set up through
the screen of FIG. 2 because of a long pipetting cycle.

Mode for Carrying out the Invention

[0023] One embodiment of the present invention is ex-
plained below with reference to the accompanying draw-
ings.
[0024] The embodiment explained hereunder is only
one of examples of the present invention and is not limited
to the example here.

[Embodiment]

[0025] FIG. 1 is an overall structure diagram of an au-
tomatic analyzer to which one embodiment of the present
invention is applied.
[0026] In FIG. 1 the automatic analyzer includes a per-
sonal computer 112. A request to analyze a sample is
registered through a keyboard (input mechanism) 118 of
the personal computer 112. The automatic analyzer also
includes an analysis module 105 for analyzing samples.
A reaction vessel 113 is placed on a reaction disk 108 of
the analysis module 105. The entire reaction disk 108 is
maintained at a predetermined temperature in a heat re-
taining device.
[0027] A sample placed on a sample rack 108 mounted
on a sample feeding part 101 is transferred via a sample
feeder line 102 to a pipetting line 106 inside the analysis
module 105. The personal computer 112 controls the op-

3 4 



EP 2 799 887 A1

4

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

eration of the pipetting line 106 to move the sample rack
103 up to a sample-pipetting position where a sample
probe (sample-pipetting probe) 107 pipettes the sample.
[0028] The sample placed on the rack 103 is pipetted
in a predetermined amount into the reaction vessel 113
with the use of the sample probe (sample-pipetting
probe) 107 in accordance with analysis parameters
stored in a memory of the personal computer 112 and in
keeping with the request to analyze the sample.
[0029] The reaction vessel 113 into which the sample
has been pipetted is subsequently transferred to a rea-
gent-pipetting position as a result of the reaction vessel
108 being rotated.
[0030] A reagent container 117 filled with the reagent
for mixture and reaction with samples is installed inside
a reagent disk 110. In accordance with the analysis pa-
rameters stored in the memory of the personal computer
112, the reagent is aspirated from within the reagent con-
tainer 117 and pipetted in a predetermined amount into
the reaction vessel 113 on the reaction disk 108 using a
reagent-pipetting probe 109.
[0031] Thereafter, a stirring mechanism 111 stirs the
sample and the reagent to make a mixture.
[0032] When the reaction vessel 113 traverses a pho-
tometry position on the reaction disk 108 a multi-wave-
length photometer 114 measures absorbance. The
measured absorbance is converted to concentration da-
ta.
[0033] According to the above-described principle of
measurement, the user can set various parameters nec-
essary for measurement, register samples to be meas-
ured, and verify the results of measurements using the
keyboard 118 and the display screen of the personal
computer 112.
[0034] As a general device structure for washing of the
sample probe 107 of the present invention, there are pro-
vided a rinse bath 115 and a wash fluid bath 116 on a
rotary trajectory of the sample probe 107, the rinse bath
115 being used for washing with water following pipetting
of the sample, the wash fluid bath 116 being used for
special washing of the sample probe 107. The wash fluid
bath 116, including a plurality of baths to accommodate
a plurality of types of wash fluids, may have a single bath
when only one type of wash fluid is used. Reference nu-
meral 104 indicates a sample storage.
[0035] Explained next is how the sample-pipetting
probe of the embodiment of the present invention is
washed.
[0036] FIG. 2 shows screen examples in which to set
whether to insert a special washing operation between
different types, the operation being performed to prevent
carry-over between samples of the different types. This
screen is a display screen of the personal computer 112.
[0037] FIG. 2(A) shows a screen on which to set a wash
type with regard to the relations between the type of the
sample about to be pipetted (the next sample to be pi-
petted) and the type of the sample that was measured
previously (the preceding sample pipetted). Subfigure

(B) in FIG. 2 shows a screen on which to edit washing
methods by wash type.
[0038] In FIG. 2(A), "serum" is set to a preceding type
(202) and "urine" is set to a measurement type (203) at
No. 1 in a condition number field (201) where the type
switches from serum (preceding sample) to urine (current
sample) and where the range of concentration of an in-
gredient in samples varies between them such that the
concentration of the ingredient in the urine sample can
be affected.
[0039] Upon detecting that sample types have been
set, the personal computer 112 of the automatic analyzer
generates an optimum wash pattern for removing the car-
ry-over from the pipetting nozzle on the basis of the re-
lations between the set types and of the device charac-
teristics, and recommends the pattern as an initial setting
{(B) in FIG. 2}. At condition No. 1, the wash type is pattern
1 involving the use of wash fluid 1 and a cleaning fre-
quency of 1.
[0040] The wash patterns are each composed of wash
fluids (including detergent and water) and the frequency
of washing using the wash fluids. The patterns can be
changed by the user on a wash pattern edit screen (205)
through the keyboard (input mechanism) 118. The wash
type setup screen shown in FIG. 2(A) can also be
changed with the keyboard (input mechanism) 118.
[0041] In this manner, settings should be made in sim-
ilar procedures if there exist combinations of sample
types that can affect subsequent samples.
[0042] Other examples shown in FIGS. 2(A) and (B)
include the case at condition No. 2 with wash pattern 2
in which the preceding sample is serum and the current
sample is CSF. In this case, the probe is washed twice
with detergent 1 and once with detergent 2. Also included
is the case at condition No. 3 with wash pattern 3 in which
the preceding sample is urine and the current sample is
CSF. In this case, the probe is washed once with deter-
gent 1, once with detergent 2, and once with water.
[0043] In the case of pattern 4, the probe is washed
three times with detergent 1.
[0044] Explained next with the use of FIGS. 3, 4, 5 is
how to control the washing operation of the sample probe
107 during measurement in accordance with the settings
in FIG. 2.
[0045] FIG. 3 is a diagram chronologically showing
how the sample probe 107 for pipetting samples is con-
trolled on the basis of the sample type and the order in
which the samples arrive during measurement.
[0046] FIG. 4 is a flowchart of processing for verifying
the settings in FIG. 2 before the sample that has arrived
starts to be pipetted and for determining whether to insert
the washing operation to prevent carry-over between the
different sample types.
[0047] FIG. 5 is a functional block diagram of a con-
troller of the personal computer 112 for controlling the
washing operation on the sample-pipetting probe 107.
The personal computer 112 includes an analysis request
memory 1121 that chronologically stores the types of the
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samples requested to be analyzed, a preceding/current
measurement request determination part 1122, a condi-
tion table between sample types 1123 that stores the
information set on the wash type setup screen shown in
FIG. 2(A), a washing method table of each pattern (wash-
ing method table of each wash type) 1124 that stores the
washing methods set by wash type as shown in FIG.
2(B), a sample-pipetting mechanism controller 1125, and
a maximum aspiration amount memory 1126.
[0048] Once the automatic analyzer starts sample
measurement, samples are transferred to the sample-
pipetting position of the sample-pipetting probe 107 via
feeder lines (101, 102, 106) shown in FIG. 1, and sample
1 (serum) arrives at the pipetting position. Upon arrival
of sample 1, the preceding/current measurement sample
determination part 1122 goes to step 400 in FIG. 4 and
determines whether any preceding sample is present on
the basis of the sample analysis requests stored in the
analysis request memory 1121.
[0049] If there is no sample measured before sample
1, step 407 is reached. In step 407 sample 1 is pipetted
without a special washing operation on the sample-pi-
petting probe 107.
[0050] Upon completion of the pipetting of sample 1,
sample 2 (serum) arrives at the pipetting position. The
preceding/current sample determination part 1122 then
goes to step 400 and verifies what is stored in the analysis
request memory 1121. Since there exists the preceding
sample 1, the preceding/current sample determination
part 1122 goes to step 401 and sets "1" as the condition
number to be verified before going to step 402.
[0051] In step 402, the preceding/current measure-
ment sample determination part 1122 verifies the condi-
tion table between sample types 1123. The preceding
sample is serum and the current sample is urine at con-
dition 1 in the condition table between sample types 1123,
and hence, sample 2 (serum) does not apply to condition
1. In this case step 403 is followed by step 405 where
other conditions 2 and 3 to be verified have been set to
the table 1123. Subsequently step 406 is reached and
the condition number to be verified is set to "2." The
processing then returns to step 402.
[0052] Since condition 2 is the case where the preced-
ing sample is serum and the current sample is CSF, sam-
ple 2 does not apply to condition 2. Thus step 403 is
followed by step 405 where another condition 3 to be
verified has been set to the table 1123. Subsequently
step 406 is reached and the condition number to be ver-
ified is set to "3." The processing then returns to step 402.
[0053] Since condition 3 is the case where the preced-
ing sample is urine, the preceding sample 1 (serum) does
not apply to condition 3. Thus step 402 is followed by
step 405 where the condition next to condition 3 has not
been set. Subsequently step 407 is reached and sample
2 is pipetted the special washing operation.
[0054] Upon completion of the pipetting of sample 2,
sample 3 (urine) arrives at the pipetting position. The
preceding/current sample determination part 1122 then

goes to step 400 and verifies what is stored in the analysis
request memory 1121. Because the preceding sample 2
is found in the memory the preceding/current sample de-
termination part 1122 goes to step 401 and sets the con-
dition number to be verified to "1" before going to step
402.
[0055] In step 402 the preceding/current measurement
sample determination part 1122 verifies the condition ta-
ble between sample types 1123. The preceding sample
is serum and the current sample is urine at condition 1
in the condition table between sample types 1123, and
hence, sample 3 (urine) applies to condition 1. The pre-
ceding/current evaluation sample determination part
1122 thus goes from step 402 to step 403 to step 404.
In step 404 the preceding/current measurement sample
determination part 1122 supplies the sample-pipetting
mechanism controller 1125 with a command to perform
washing in pattern 1 serving as the wash type for condi-
tion 1.
[0056] Given the command to perform washing in wash
pattern 1, the sample-pipetting mechanism controller
1125 searches through the washing method table of each
pattern 1124 to retrieve the washing method of pattern
1 therefrom and causes the sample-pipetting probe 107
to be washed with the retrieved washing method. The
washing involves the ordinary washing of the sample-
pipetting probe 107 supplemented with automatic exe-
cution of the washing operation given under condition 1
of FIG. 1, whereby the effect of carry-over from the pre-
ceding sample 2 (serum) to sample 3 (urine) is prevented
to improve the accuracy of the result of measurement of
sample 3 (urine). Sample 3 starts to be pipetted after this
washing operation.
[0057] Upon completion of the pipetting of sample 3,
sample 4 (urine) then arrives at the pipetting position.
The above-described determination process shown in
FIG. 4 is carried out after the arrival of sample 4. None
of conditions 1 through 3 applies to this case since the
preceding sample is sample 3 (urine) and the current
sample to be measured is sample 4 (urine).
[0058] As a result, the decisions in steps 400, 401, 402,
403, 405, and 406 are carried out before step 407 is
reached. In step 407 the special washing operation is not
performed and sample 4 starts to be pipetted.
[0059] Upon completion of the pipetting of sample 4,
sample 5 (serum) arrives at the pipetting position. The
above-described determination process shown in FIG. 4
is carried out after the arrival of sample 5. None of con-
ditions 1 through 3 applies to this case since the preced-
ing sample is sample 4 (urine) and the current sample to
be measured is sample 5 (serum).
[0060] As a result, the decisions in steps 400, 401, 402,
403, 405, and 406 are carried out before step 407 is
reached. In step 407 the special washing operation is not
performed and sample 5 starts to be pipetted.
[0061] Whereas it was explained above that the deter-
mination described in FIG. 4 is performed on the sample
that arrives at the pipetting position on the pipetting line
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106, the pipetting position is not limited to be somewhere
on the pipetting line 106.
[0062] For example, where the sample diluted in the
reaction vessel 113 is to be pipetted to another reaction
vessel 113 with the use of the sample-pipetting probe
107, the pipetting position may be arranged to be where
the reaction vessel 113 is located and the determination
flow described in FIG. 4 may be executed accordingly.
[0063] In a case in which the sample of an effect-ex-
erting type is to be pipetted following the above-men-
tioned dilution, it may be determined that the concentra-
tion of the affected item is lowered through the dilution
of the sample and that the washing operation need not
be inserted. In that case, even if some of the washing
setting conditions in FIG. 2 does apply, the sample may
be pipetted without execution of the washing operation
described in FIG. 2(B) so as to suppress the rising run-
ning costs stemming from excess washing operations
involving wasteful use of detergents and water, thereby
preventing a decline in analysis throughput.
[0064] In addition to the above case where the sample
is diluted, there may be a case where a sample of an
effect-exerting type is to be pipetted following the sample
to be measured again. In this case, if the concentration
of the item affected by the result of the preceding meas-
urement is so low that little effect is expected even without
the washing operation to be inserted, the sample may be
pipetted without execution of the washing operations de-
scribed in FIG. 2(B) even if some of the washing setting
conditions in FIG. 2 does apply.
[0065] Where pipetting is not carried out continuously,
the sample-pipetting probe of the automatic analyzer is
generally subjected to the washing operation with water
on the inner and outer walls of the pipetting nozzle for
the purpose of preventing the pipetting nozzle tip of the
sample-pipetting probe from drying. The washing set-
tings in FIG. 2 are thus supplemented with settings for
determining whether the effect of carry-over can be
avoided with a given frequency of the washing operation
using water on the pipetting nozzle. When it is determined
that the effect of carry-over can be avoided, the washing
operation described in FIG. 2(B) is not performed even
if some of the washing setting conditions in FIG. 2 does
apply. Instead, the washing operation with water may be
carried out on the inner and outer walls of the pipetting
nozzle a predetermined number of times before the sam-
ple is pipetted, whereby the drop in analysis throughput
will be prevented.
[0066] This method is explained below with reference
to FIGS. 7, 8 and 9.
[0067] FIG. 7 is a diagram showing the washing setup
screen in FIG. 2 supplemented with settings for deter-
mining whether the washing operation is unnecessary
with the wash pattern set on the basis of the number of
times washing is carried out with water where pipetting
is not continuous.
[0068] In FIG. 7(A), "2" is set to a water washing cycle
(706), for example, if the effect on the concentration of

an ingredient in the urine sample can be averted by wash-
ing the pipetting nozzle with water twice by the time the
type is switched from serum (preceding sample) to urine
(current sample). With regard to the other conditions, if
the effect cannot be avoided through execution of the
washing with water of the pipetting nozzle a plurality of
times, "0" is set to a the number of water washing avoided
(706) to cancel the setting.
[0069] FIG. 8 is a flowchart of processing in FIG. 4 for
determining whether to insert the washing operation to
prevent carry-over between samples of different types
before the sample that has arrived starts to be pipetted,
the processing being supplemented with steps (802) and
(805) for storing the frequency of washing with water
where pipetting is not performed continuously and with
step (803) for determining the water washing cycle (706)
set in FIG. 7. FIG. 9 is a diagram chronologically showing
how the sample-pipetting probe 107 is controlled by this
method.
[0070] In FIG. 9, the control from the start of measure-
ment up to the pipetting of sample 1 (serum) and sample
2 (serum) are the same as with the method described
above in reference to FIG. 3.
[0071] The pipetting nozzle is washed with water when
the sample 3 (urine) does not arrive and no sample is
pipetted by the sample probe 107 at the pipetting timing.
The determination shown in FIG. 8 is carried out in this
case. It has been determined in step 801 that no sample
is pipetted this time, and step 802 is then reached. After
the "water washing cycle" is incremented by 1 in step
802, the processing is terminated.
[0072] At the next timing, sample 3 (urine) does not
arrive and no sample is pipetted by the sample probe
107 at the pipetting timing, so that the pipetting nozzle is
washed with water. The determination in FIG. 8 is carried
out in this case, too. It is also determined in step 801 that
no sample is pipetted this time, and step 802 is then
reached. After the "water washing cycle" is incremented
by 1 in step 802, the processing is terminated. The "water
washing cycle" is 2 as a result.
[0073] Step 801 is reached next at the time of arrival
of the sample 3 (urine) at the pipetting position. The con-
dition number to be verified is set to "1" as in FIG. 4 since
the sample is determined to be pipetted this time in step
801, and the condition table between sample types 1123
is verified. The preceding sample is serum and the cur-
rent sample is urine at condition 1 in the condition table
between sample types 1123, so that sample 3 (urine)
applies to condition 1. Control is then passed to the added
step 803.
[0074] The the number of water washing avoided (706)
in FIG. 7 is found set in step 803, so that the the number
of water washing avoided (706) of 2 is compared with
the current "water washing cycle" of 2. Since the com-
parison reveals that the "water washing cycle" has
reached the the number of water washing avoided (706)
of "2" in FIG. 7, step 804 is subsequently reached. In step
804 the washing operation is not performed and the sam-
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ple starts to be pipetted.
[0075] As a result, the drop in analysis throughput at-
tributable to the inserted washing operation does not oc-
cur, and the effect of carry-over can be avoided efficiently.
[0076] Whereas the time required for the washing op-
eration is allocated in the above-described embodiment,
a system having a long pipetting cycle may replace the
ordinary washing operation in which water is used fol-
lowing pipetting of the sample with execution of the wash-
ing operation that has been set up through the screen
shown in FIG. 2, whereby the drop in analysis throughput
may be prevented.
[0077] FIG. 10 is a diagram chronologically showing
how the sample-pipetting probe is controlled in a system
in which the ordinary washing operation where water is
used can be replaced with the washing operation set up
through the screen of FIG. 2 because of a long pipetting
cycle.
[0078] According to the above-described method,
samples are transferred via the feeder lines (101, 102,
106) in FIG. 1. When a sample arrives at the pipetting
position of the sample-pipetting probe 107, step 400 in
FIG. 4 is reached. In step 400, the preceding/current
measurement sample determination part 1122 deter-
mines whether the preceding sample is present on the
basis of the sample analysis requests stored in the anal-
ysis request memory 1121. According to this method, by
contrast, the above determination is carried out on the
sample expected to arrive, at the time of starting to wash
with water while the sample is being pipetted as shown
in FIG. 10.
[0079] In FIG. 10 the control from the start of meas-
urement up to the pipetting of sample 1 (serum) and sam-
ple 2 (serum) is the same as with the method described
above in reference to FIG. 3.
[0080] With sample 2 (serum) pipetted, the sample that
arrives next is acquired at the time of starting to wash
with water. In this case, the next sample to arrive is sam-
ple 3 (urine).
[0081] In step 400, the preceding/current sample de-
termination part 1122 verifies what is stored in the anal-
ysis request memory 1121. Upon determining that there
exists the preceding sample 2, the preceding/current
sample determination part 1122 goes to step 401. The
number of the condition to be verified is set to "1" in step
401 before step 402 is reached.
[0082] In step 402, the preceding/current measure-
ment sample determination part 1122 verifies the condi-
tion table between sample types 1123. The preceding
sample is serum and the current sample is urine at con-
dition 1 in the condition table between sample types 1123,
and hence, sample 3 (urine) applies to condition 1. The
preceding/current measurement sample determination
part 1122 thus goes from step 402 to step 403 and to
step 404. In step 404, the preceding/current measure-
ment sample determination part 1122 supplies the sam-
ple-pipetting mechanism controller 1125 with the com-
mand to perform washing in pattern 1 serving as the wash

type for condition 1.
[0083] Given the command to perform washing in wash
pattern 1, the sample-pipetting mechanism controller
1125 searches through the washing method table of each
pattern 1124 to retrieve the washing method of pattern
1 therefrom, and causes the sample-pipetting probe 107
to be washed by the washing method of pattern 1 that
replaces ordinary washing operation in which water is
used.
[0084] As a result, sample 3 (urine) starts to be pipetted
without delay while the effect of carry-over from the pre-
ceding sample 2 (serum) to sample 3 (urine) is sup-
pressed at the same time whereby the drop in analysis
throughput is prevented.
[0085] The above-described embodiment works on the
method of determining whether to perform washing in
the order in which samples arrive at the pipetting position.
Alternatively, if the automatic analyzer is configured to
allow the order of sample arrivals to be changed or to let
the sample probe 107 randomly access the introduced
samples, the order in which the samples arrive or are
pipetted may be changed suitably so as not to carry out
the washing operation set up beforehand through the
screen of FIG. 2, whereby excess washing operations
may be suppressed to save detergents and water and
inhibit the rise in running costs and the drop in analysis
throughput.
[0086] Further, whereas the time required for the wash-
ing operation is allocated with the above-described em-
bodiment, a system having a long pipetting cycle may
replace the ordinary washing operation in which water is
used following pipetting of the sample with the execution
of the washing operation that has been set up through
the screen shown in FIG. 2, whereby the drop in analysis
throughput may be prevented.
[0087] Explained next is how to calculate the amount
of the wash fluid for use in the washing operations de-
scribed in FIG. 2.
[0088] FIG. 6 is a diagram showing a typical setup
screen for switching modes in which to calculate the
amount of wash fluid. This setup screen is the display
screen of the personal computer 112.
[0089] The calculation method of the wash fluid
amount for the washing operations described in FIG. 2
includes a "fixed mode 501" in which a fixed amount of
wash fluid is used and an "automatic calculation mode
502" aimed at reducing the wash fluid to be used. The
two modes can be switched from one to the other through
a system setting screen 503 with the keyboard (input
mechanism) 118.
[0090] When measurement starts with the "fixed mode
501" selected in FIG. 6, the washing operation is per-
formed with the fixed amount of wash fluid designated
for each wash pattern prior to the start of pipetting of
sample 3 (urine) in FIG. 3. Generally, a maximum aspi-
ration amount of the sample-pipetting probe 107 is set
as the wash fluid amount whatever the amount of aspi-
ration is in effect.
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[0091] When measurement starts next with the "auto-
matic calculation mode 502" selected in FIG. 6, the se-
quence of types (measurement starting order) should be
focused. The applicable maximum aspiration amount is
stored every time a sample of a new type is pipetted.
[0092] With referring to FIG. 3, suppose that 10.0 [ul]
of sample 1 (serum) is aspirated and 5.0 [ul] of sample
2 (serum) is aspirated for pipetting. In this case, the max-
imum aspiration amount for the type of serum is set for
10.0 [ul] at the time of starting to pipette sample 3 (urine)
and is stored as such into a memory (maximum aspiration
amount memory 1126 shown in FIG. 5) inside the per-
sonal computer 112. (The sample-pipetting mechanism
controller 1125 stores the maximum aspiration amount
into the maximum aspiration amount memory 1126.)
[0093] The determination shown in FIG. 4 is subse-
quently performed at the time of starting to pipette sample
3 (urine). If it is determined that the washing operation
indicated in FIG. 2 needs to be carried out, the wash fluid
amount to be used is calculated as the stored maximum
aspiration amount of 10.0 [ul] for the type of serum, and
the washing operation is accordingly performed.
[0094] In this manner, the past maximum aspiration
amount for samples is calculated consecutively as a min-
imum necessary amount of wash fluid. This averts ex-
cessive use of the wash fluid and thereby lowers the
amount of the fluid used. In such cases, the effect of
carry-over can still be suppressed.
[0095] According to the prevent embodiment, as de-
scribed above, the method of washing the sample-pipet-
ting probe before pipetting a sample is changed suitably
depending on the type of the samples to be measured
consecutively. This suppresses carry-over from a high-
concentration sample to a low-concentration sample of
a different type with a minimum necessary amount of
washing operation regardless of the order in which the
samples are introduced or arrive at the pipetting position.
It is thus possible to implement an automatic analyzer
and a method of washing a sample-pipetting probe
whereby the accuracy of the results of measurements
can be improved.

Description of Reference Numerals

[0096]

101 Sample feeding part
102 Sample feeder line
103 Sample rack
104 Sample storage
105 Analysis module
106 Pipetting line
107 Sample-pipetting probe
108 Reaction disk
109 Reagent-pipetting probe
110 Reagent disk
111 Stirring mechanism
112 Personal computer

113 Reaction vessel
114 Multi-wavelength photometer
115, 116 Rinse baths for sample-pipetting probe
117 Reagent container
118 Keyboard (input mechanism)
201 Condition number
202 Preceding type setting column correspond-

ing to condition number
203 Measurement type setting column
204 Type setting column
205 wash pattern edit screen
501 Mode for using fixed amount of wash fluid
502 Automatic calculation mode of wash fluid

amount
503 System setting switching screen
1121 Analysis request memory
1122 Preceding/current measurement sample

determination part
1123 Condition table between sample types
1124 Washing method table of each pattern
1125 Sample-pipetting mechanism controller
1126 Maximum aspiration amount memory
706 The number of water washing avoided

Claims

1. An automatic analyzer for analyzing samples of a
plurality of types, the automatic analyzer comprising:

a reaction vessel conservation mechanism for
holding a reaction vessel;
a sample-pipetting probe for pipetting a sample
to be measured into the reaction vessel;
a rinse bath in which the sample-pipetting probe
is washed; and
a controller which, when a first sample and a
second sample each having a different type are
to be pipetted consecutively into the reaction
vessel, determines a method of washing the
sample-pipetting probe on a basis of a combi-
nation of the type of the first sample that has
been pipetted and the type of the second sample
to be pipetted next, the controller causing a
washing operation to be accordingly performed
on the sample-pipetting probe by use of the rinse
bath.

2. The automatic analyzer according to claim 1,
wherein the controller includes a condition table be-
tween sample types in which a wash type is set to
each combination of the type of the pipetted first sam-
ple and the type of the second sample, and a washing
method table for each wash type in which the method
of washing the sample-pipetting probe is set for each
wash type configured in the condition table between
sample types, and
wherein the controller causes the washing operation
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to be performed on the sample-pipetting probe in
accordance with two tables: the condition table be-
tween sample types and the washing method table
for each wash type.

3. The automatic analyzer according to claim 2,
further comprising an input mechanism configured
to change a setting in the condition table between
sample types and the washing method table for each
wash type.

4. The automatic analyzer according to claim 2,
wherein the rinse bath stores a wash fluid, the auto-
matic analyzer further comprising an input mecha-
nism to select either a fixed mode in which an amount
of the wash fluid for use in washing the sample-pi-
petting probe is fixed or a an automatic mode in which
the amount of the wash fluid is automatically set, and
wherein the controller includes a maximum aspira-
tion amount memory configured to store a maximum
amount of a sample aspirated through the sample-
pipetting probe, the controller setting the maximum
aspiration amount stored in the maximum aspiration
amount memory as the amount of the wash fluid for
use in washing the sample-pipetting probe when the
automatic mode is selected, the controller further
setting a wash fluid amount set according to wash
type as the amount of the wash fluid for use in wash-
ing the sample-pipetting probe when the fixed mode
is selected.

5. The automatic analyzer according to claim 1,
wherein at a time of pipetting of the first and the sec-
ond samples of a different type into the reaction ves-
sel, the sample-pipetting probe is not subjected to
the washing operation in which the rinse bath is used
before pipetting of the second sample without regard
to the condition table between sample types when
the sample-pipetting probe is washed at least a pre-
determined number of times from the time the first
sample is pipetted until the second sample is pipet-
ted.

6. A sample-pipetting probe washing method for use
with an automatic analyzer including:

a reaction vessel conservation mechanism for
holding a reaction vessel;
a sample-pipetting probe for pipetting a sample
to be measured into the reaction vessel, and
a rinse bath in which the sample-pipetting probe
is washed,
wherein when a first sample and a second sam-
ple each having a different type are to be pipet-
ted consecutively into the reaction vessel, the
sample-pipetting probe washing method in-
cludes determining a method of washing the
sample-pipetting probe on a basis of a combi-

nation of the type of the first sample that has
been pipetted and the type of the second sample
to be pipetted next, the sample-pipetting probe
washing method further including causing a
washing operation to be accordingly performed
on the sample-pipetting probe by use of the rinse
bath.

7. The sample-pipetting probe washing method ac-
cording to claim 6, further comprising
setting a method of washing the sample-pipetting
probe for each wash type set for each combination
of the type of the first sample that has been pipetted
and the type of the second sample, and
causing the washing operation to be accordingly per-
formed on the sample-pipetting probe.

8. The sample-pipetting probe washing method ac-
cording to claim 7, further comprising
changing a setting of the condition between sample
types and a setting of the washing method for each
sample type through an input mechanism, and
performing the washing operation on the sample-
pipetting probe according to the changed washing
method.

9. The sample-pipetting probe washing method ac-
cording to claim 7, further comprising:

selecting either a fixed mode in which the
amount of the wash fluid for use in washing the
sample-pipetting probe is fixed or a an automatic
mode in which the amount of the wash fluid is
automatically set;
setting a maximum amount of a sample aspirat-
ed through the sample-pipetting probe as the
amount of the wash fluid for use in washing the
sample-pipetting probe when the automatic
mode is selected; and
setting the wash fluid amount set according to
wash type as the amount of the wash fluid for
use in washing the sample-pipetting probe when
the fixed mode is selected.
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