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Use of Freezerworks at VaxGen
By Mike Peterson
VaxGen

Hereat VaxGen, wearecurrently involvedinthe First Phaselll clinica trialsin thedevelopment of anAIDS
vaccine. Naturaly, thisnecessitatesthe efficient tracking of the many thousandsof patient samplesusedto
evaluatetheimmunogenicity of our vaccine. More than 8,000 patientsare enrolled intwo separate studies
onthreecontinentsfor thiseffort. AsGroup Leader of thelmmunochemistry Group, Freezerworksismy
method of choicefor clinica samplerecelpt, inventorying, and management for in-housetesting distribution
of morethan 80,000 samples, soon to be 300,000+.

Freezerworks affords usthe advantages of adatabasetool over use of spreadsheet software, including a
user interfaceand built infunctiondity specifically devel oped with sampleinventory management inmind.
Thethoughtful user interface wasaprime determinant in my decision to use Freezerworks. You quickly
becomeproficient smply by usingit, exploring it, and by referenceto the smplemanua. Youdon't need
much familiarity with databases and there’ sno new language or complex technical toolstolearn. Best of dll,
to get thiswedidn’t haveto design user specifications, commission programming of the user interface or
functiondities, or go through the demanding de-bugging required of custom software.

Having been through thislatter approach, | am very happy thefolksat Dataworks Development have used
their wealth of experienceto produce aproduct sowell suited to thistypeof need. It wasnot difficult to
justify thecost. Thedternativeof using spreadsheetsalonewould have given usanincomplete system. We
could catal og the samplesand their physical inventory, but the anaysis of recordsto determine complete-
nessof inventory transfer fromour clinical labs, and to select samplessystematicaly for analysis, required
some sort of database. Without Freezerworks, the alternative would have been to develop acustom
program, for which wewerelooking at perhaps $50K -$100K just for development. Ontop of thisisthe
difficulty of adequately specifying the design without benefit of theyearsof experienceand product evolution
already existent in Freezerworks. Using Freezerworkskept usfreefromthedifficult Situation of needing to
hireand rely upon adedicated programmer of some sophitication to continueto manage and updatethe
software. Try finding someonelikethat whowill also managetheinventory! Thefina pricefor
Freezerworks, including the customization we purchased, cametolessthan $11,000. | believeweeasily
saved $40,000 to $100,000 and probably morein devel opment and support costs by our decision. In
return we got areliable and powerful system that our sample management personnel can use.

Thereareseveral featuresof Freezerworksthat | find particularly useful. Theability to enforce uniqueness
insampleidentifiersthrough use of multiplefieldswascritica for my application. Addition of user-specified
record fieldswith enforcement of dataintegrity wheredesired iseasy and agoodly number areavailable.
The* notes’ field aidsin the proper annotation of samplerecordsand changesto records. Theaudit trail
capturesthe specific changes made and who madethem. Thevirtua freezer mapisagresat tool for navigat-
ing through theinventory sinceit matchesthe physica organization. User-specified diasesidentify every
level and subsection of inventory structure, making it easy to find your way around. | particularly likethe
flexibility in configuring thevirtual freezer spaceto define exceptionsto the pattern of the surrounding
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storage structure. Thismakesit easy to set aside areaswherewe store differently sized boxesor racks, and
have Freezerworks correctly reflect the structure and contentsin these aress.

Thelabe making functionisaso onel useregularly, and theflexibility in programming and formatting the
labelsisnice (abeit somewhat difficult tolearn). Queriesand sub-queriesare easy, and when exportingthis
datait’sasnapto select any of the eementsof the samplerecords, and to specify the delimiting of the
outputfile.

Cugtomization

| aso choseto have Dataworks Devel opment custom program some additional featuressuited to our
particular needs. We get large shipments of samples—hundredsat atime- and we can now easily batch
import samplerecordsdirectly from spreadsheet manifests. Freezerworksisvery flexibleinalowingusto
specify which datafieldsto extract from themanifests. Freezerworksfindsthefieldsby namesdefinedin
“import maps , ignoring extrafields, and order isnot important. We can set up asmany import mapsas
necessary to accommodate our many collaborators, each of whom may usedightly different nomenclature
for thesamerecord field. Thisturned out to beareal convenience. Somedataintegrity checksand even
automati c filtering and recoding of theinformation in somerecord fiel dshappensautomatically during
import. Thismakesushappy! Dataworks Devel opment a so set up asample check out processthat allows
usto select entire boxes of sampleshby box number, or to query for specific subsets, and sampletransfer
documentationisautomatically generated. Bringing these samplesback into theinventory after they have
been tested iseasy, and Freezerworks can log how much samplevolumewasremoved. During design of
these custom features, the experience of the Dataworks Devel opment programmer in laboratory sample
management madethem acrestive participant and in my opinion greatly smplified the process, and yiel ded
avery satisfactory result.

Mike Peterson, B.S. isGroup Leader Immunochemistry atVaxGen, located in South San Francisco, Cali-
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