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Use and abuse of eight widely-used diagnostic
procedures in clinical immunology:

a WHO Memorandum#*

This Memorandum assesses eight widely-used diagnostic procedures with the aim of
establishing their usefulness in patient care. For each procedure, the main methods that can
be recommended at present are cutlined and their pitfalls discussed. For each procedure,
recommendations are made as to the clinical conditions for which the rest is essential for
diagnosis, the conditions for which the test will help in assessing and monitoring disease
activity, and the conditions for which the test is useful for research purposes only.

The recent expansion of clinical immunology has
been accompanied by the introduction of a variety of
immunological diagnostic tests in clinical labora-
tories. Owing to increasing demands from clinicians
for such procedures, their use has often been exag-
gerated and there is a general feeling that a better
definition of the indications for such tests, made in
relation to patients’ needs, would be beneficial.

Obviously, immunoclogical tests, like any other
diagnostic tests, can be graded according to their use-
fulness in the care of patients. Some tests are assential
for diagnosis, prognosis, or monitoring of disease;
many tests are useful but optional for routine investi-
gations; other tests are of interest only for research
purposes. In addition, a number of immunological
tests are useless in some circumstances.

There is a consensus among immunologists that an
effort should be made to reduce their share in the con-
tinually increasing cost of medical laboratory investi-
gations. This requires self-limitation in the routine

application of some immunological techniques, with-
out detriment to patient care. The present Memor-
andum is an attempt to define indications for im-
munological tests, It has been restricted to the analysis
of eight widely-used diagnostic procedures.

For each procedure, two aspects have been con-
sidered. First, the main methods currently recom-
mended are outlined and their pitfalls discussed.
Technical details are not included since they are
readily available (/).” Second, particular attention has
been given to definition of the clinical conditions for
which the test is essential for diagnosis, those for
which the test is helpful in assessing or monitoring the
disease activity, and those conditions for which the
test should be used only for clinical research purposes.

The conclusions of this committee reflect the
present status of the art and do not preclude future
improvements. It was the feeling that the primary goal
of clinical immunology should be to help the patient in
the most cost-effective manner.

QUANTIFICATION OF IMMUNOGLOBULINS

The assessment of the three major immunoglobulin
classes in body fluids involves three laboratory tech-
nigues: serum electrophoresis, guantification of
major immunoglobulin classes, and immunoelectro-
phoresis. The measurement of IgE requires more
sensitive techniques (see pages 720-721). There is no
clinical indication for the measurement of serum IgD.

Quantification of the immunoglobulin classes by
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immunological methods is important in a limited
number of clinical conditions. This test is too often
performed without good indication.

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Many methods have been described for the quanti-
tative assessment of immunoglobulins. Two of them
are currently of the most value and of comparable
accuracy: a) radial immunodiffusion (RID) and b)
nephelometry.
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