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Useful Terms for ATCC
Microbiology
Organizations and agencies such as AOAC, ASTM, FDA, CLSI/
NCCLS and USP specify ATCC cultures in their standards and
specifications, then describe the propagation and growth
conditions to be used. As the collection responsible for these
cultures, ATCC uses the following working definitions derived from
the Bacteriological Code,1 Brown and Gilbert’s Microbiological
Quality Assurance2 and CLSI/NCCLS M22-A3.3
Authentication - the process of comparing the characteristics of a
strain to the description of the species to determine or verify the
strain’s identity.
Characterization - the process of subjecting a strain to a battery
of morphological, physiological, molecular and/or other tests. The
data derived can be used to describe the strain and objectively
compare it to other strains.
Culture - a population of cells in a given place at a given time, e.g.,
in a test tube or on an agar plate.
Distribution stock - cultures derived from seed stock and
intended for distribution. At least one vial of each batch of
distribution stock is checked for purity and viability, then
characterized and compared with the data for the seed stock.

Pure culture - a culture of only one
organism (i.e., not contaminated, not a
mixed culture).
Quality control strain - a strain previously
determined to meet the performance
criteria of a particular test. Seed stocks
are maintained at low passage numbers.
Each passage is re-authenticated and
characterized.
Seed stock - cultures stored under optimal conditions and used
to prepare distribution stock. Ideally, seed stock is from very
low-passage material. At ATCC, every effort is made to minimize
the number of transfers. Contamination and genetic drift are
minimized. One vial of seed stock is used to test for viability and
purity, as well as to authenticate and characterize the strain.
Stock culture - a culture derived from a master culture or a
reference culture and used as a reagent on a regular basis. Official
standards and specifications mandate propagation procedures,
growth conditions and limits on passage numbers for stock
cultures used in individual tests.

Master culture - a culture derived directly from the reference
culture (i.e., the vial obtained from ATCC or another recognized
culture collection). The master culture can be stored as freezedried ampules, low-temperature suspensions, low-temperature
suspension on beads, or through suitably validated alternatives.
The master culture serves as the in-house reference standard. The
master culture is used to prepare stock cultures.

Strain - cells descended from a single isolation in pure culture,
usually from a single colony, though not necessarily from a single
cell (i.e., not necessarily a clone).

Passage - transfer of an inoculum of cells from an existing
culture to fresh growth medium in another vessel. Each transfer
(i.e., subculture) is counted as an additional passage. Some
organizations have recommended, and ATCC concurs, that strains
being used in standard test methods should not be used beyond
five passages from the original ATCC vial. ATCC defines the first
passage as the first broth or agar culture started from the culture
vial supplied by ATCC. Actively growing cultures are subject to
genetic drift, accidental loss, contamination at time of subculture,
human error in transfer and labeling, and selection of mutant lines.
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Subculture - (see Passage).
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