
Case Study - Covid 19 Genomic Sequencing

The challenge  
The Wellcome Sanger Institute during March 2020 had offered a great endeavour to the British Government, to 
introduce a Genomic Surveillance capability for Covid-19.  During the first few months of the Pandemic the 
Institute developed many new and cutting edge pipelines and processes to enable the discovery and tracking 
of Covid-19 variants. 

At this early stage of the Pandemic the Institute was processing around 3000 samples per week, and on 
average the time to process the samples was around 19 days. 

The Institute approached WBT Ltd in October of 2020 to help design and implement changes, connecting 
people from across the value stream together with the goal of reducing the process time and improving quality 
in preparation for a considerable ramp up of activities - which later contributed to Sanger becoming the 
Institute to produce the largest number of genomic sequences globally.  This needed to be achieved by 
identifying and using key measures of performance at each stage of the process. 

The approach 
Our consultants designed an approach with the client requirements at its core.  Delivering a mix of half-day 
workshops - blending learning and improvement activity for the team. 

This was coupled with facilitation of larger and smaller improvement events and meetings.  We facilitated 
the team to build an understanding of how the processes work in their entirety.  Not just the science but 
the whole system - people, process, technology. 

The approach in this piece of work was underpinned by a Lean and Systems Thinking Model of 
Transformation.  Our approach to service transformation is fundamentally about enabling staff to look at 
‘how the work works’ and to analyse and interpret data about the work and customer experience. This 
creates a deep desire within the teams to improve the work.  As the teams gain traction, confidence grows 
and momentum increases.  Staff and managers take this knowledge and together redesign the process 
and eliminate activities that add no value to the customer.  This transforms the service, improves efficiency 
and gives customers and team members a fundamentally better experience. 

With all of this in mind the team set about:- 

• Designing ways of working that support the science whilst increasing the throughput so the system is able to 
cope with future demands. 

• Designing the optimal lab layout to maximise the flow of the work. 

• Embedding a Continuous Improvement culture and ethos into the team. 

• Developing performance measures that support continual improvement. 
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Services:  Covid 19 - Genomic Surveillance 

“WBT consultants were essential to the success of the Covid-19 Genomics Surveillance Project at the 
Wellcome Sanger Institute.  By bringing continuous improvement into the culture of all teams involved in 
the project, we have been able to deliver unprecedented numbers of high-quality genome sequences of 
Covid-19 to the British Government and the scientific community.  WBT drove considerable 
improvements on turnaround times from more than 19 days to less than 3 days and provided 
fundamental counsel at important decision-making instances.” Cristina Ariani - Genomic Surveillance 
Operations Lead - Wellcome Sanger Institute

http://www.wbt.org.uk
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The findings  
Whilst following the WBT method for Continuous Improvement the team identified a number of key areas for 
improvement which were:- 

• Samples were taking too long to get from the Lighthouse Labs t Sanger. 

• Samples were not consolidated onto 96 well plates therefore slowing Sanger's processing time. 

• The Lab Process was spread across several buildings on the Sanger Campus. 

• The work was undertaken 5 days per week in a 9-5 shift pattern. 

• The robotics needed upgrading to cope with increasing demand. 

• The hand-offs between parts of the process caused unnecessary delays. 

• Everyone was busy being focussed on their part of the process but perhaps not the entire end to end. 

• There were no performance measures or dashboards in place. 

The outcomes 
The following is a summary of some of the key improvements achieved by the team (as at the end of January 
2022) with plans for further improvements going forward:- 

• Through effective 1:1 coaching and support we developed in the Leadership Team the ability to continually 
challenge the status quo.  Offering a different outside-in perspective has helped them to see how best to 
deliver the things that really matter to their customers. 

• Moved the relationship with the customer from one of adversity to harmony, with customer trust that Sanger 
can deliver on its contractual requirements, whilst also being a flexible and responsive partner. 

• A new lab was designed and implemented using optimal flow methods. 

• Improvements in the relationships with the lighthouse labs, the suppliers of the samples, coupled with 
improved robotics at the lighthouse labs has led to faster delivery times. 

• A series of Dashboards were initially prototyped and then developed into the main measures of success, 
which created a larger reporting framework being developed across other projects in Sanger. 

• More team members were recruited and trained. 

• The team moved to 12 hour shifts 7 days a week. 

• The team captured new ideas for Improvements and Changes that are reviewed weekly, with ideas prioritised 
and implemented by team members. 

• The team reduced the failure rate from around 28% of samples to less than 5% of samples. 

• The team reduced the turnaround time from 19 days to less than 3 days.
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WBT Ltd provides consultants with practical experience in transformation, who can advise on how to undertake a successful service 
transformation programme following the principles of Lean and Systems thinking.   

We will support your service delivery teams in analysing your customer’s requirements, understanding where, why and how much 
unnecessary work currently takes place.  Then help redesign and implement simpler processes that best meet your customer’s needs. 

The WBT approach is about giving you the capability to transform your services and ensure that the changes are sustainable and part 
of ongoing improvement. !One-off” fixes are only effective until something else changes and the benefits start to erode. 

We show leaders how to lead improvement activity.  We do this with minimal classroom time and maximum participative work with front 
line staff drawn from the work to co-create improvement.  

Our six stage approach takes leaders and teams on a journey of discovery to truly understand their current work systems and identifies 
so many inefficiencies that they want to change to something better.
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