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The cost of ownership for a standard cell sorter in a flow cytometry lab can vary significantly depending 

on the instrument's complexity (number of lasers, capabilities), its age, usage intensity, and whether the 

lab is part of a larger institution with shared resources. However, we can break down the key components 

of the total cost of ownership. 

• Standard Cell Sorters: These typically range from $250,000 to $750,000+. High-end sorters, 

especially those with advanced features or spectral capabilities, can even exceed $1 million. 

• Refurbished/Used Sorters: Can be found for less, sometimes in the $80,000 to $150,000 range, but 

come with the inherent risks of older equipment and potentially less vendor support. 

• Percentage of Instrument Price: As you correctly noted, maintenance contracts usually cost around 

10-15% of the original instrument price per year.  

o For a $400,000 cell sorter, this would be $40,000 - $60,000 per year. 

o These contracts typically cover preventative maintenance (often annually or semi-annually), 

parts replacement, and engineer call-outs for repairs. They are highly recommended for 

complex instruments like cell sorters to minimize downtime and unexpected large repair 

bills (e.g., a laser replacement can cost tens of thousands of dollars). 

This is a significant ongoing cost and highly dependent on usage volume. 

• Sheath Fluid: Essential for all flow cytometers. Cost can range from hundreds to thousands of 

dollars per month depending on usage. 

• Nozzles: These are delicate and can break, requiring regular replacement. 

• Collection Tubes/Plates: For sorted cells. 

• Cleaning Solutions: For daily and weekly maintenance. 

• Reagents (Antibodies, Dyes, Buffers): This is a variable but often substantial cost. A single multi-

color antibody panel for an experiment can cost hundreds to thousands of dollars. 

• Specialized Kits: For applications like CTC isolation (e.g., RosetteSep), these add to the per-sample 

cost. 

• Argon Gas (for some lasers): If the sorter uses an argon-ion laser, there will be an ongoing cost for 

the gas. 

• Estimated Annual Consumables: This can easily run from $20,000 to $100,000+ per year, depending 

on the intensity and complexity of experiments. 

 

mailto:info@nanocellect.com


9525 Towne Centre Drive, Suite 150, San Diego, CA 92121 

© 2025 NanoCellect Biomedical, Inc. All rights reserved 

(877) 745-7678 info@nanocellect.com 

FLY-042-00 2025-07 

• 

2 
• 

 

 

This is a crucial but often overlooked cost. It includes time spent by skilled personnel (flow cytometry 

specialists, core facility staff, or trained lab members). 

Setup (Daily/Per Sort): 
• Startup/Calibration: Checking fluidics, laser alignment, setting up voltage, compensation, and 

gates. This can take 30 minutes to 2 hours per sort, or even longer for complex experiments. 

• Nozzle Change/Alignment: If different nozzles are used or there are clogs, this adds time. 

• Estimated daily/per sort personnel time: 1-2 hours per sort session, at an hourly rate of a skilled 

technician/scientist (e.g., $50-$100+/hour, depending on location and experience). So, $50-$200+ 

per sort session in personnel cost. 

Teardown (Daily/Per Sort): 
• Cleaning Cycles: Running various cleaning protocols (e.g., bleach, detergent, water). 

• Shutdown: Proper shutdown procedures. 

• Estimated daily/per sort personnel time: 15-30 minutes, or more for thorough cleaning after difficult 

samples. So, $15-$50+ per sort session. 

Routine Maintenance (Weekly/Monthly/Quarterly): 
• Deep Cleaning: More extensive cleaning of fluidics, lines, and nozzles. 

• Troubleshooting Minor Issues: Addressing clogs, bubble issues, or minor performance dips. 

• QC Checks: Running beads and checking performance parameters. 

• Estimated monthly personnel time: Several hours (e.g., 4-8 hours) for dedicated maintenance tasks, 

translating to $200-$800+ per month in personnel cost. 

Advanced Troubleshooting/Assisted Runs: 
•  If the instrument is in a core facility, assisted sorts or troubleshooting can be charged at a higher 

hourly rate (e.g., $67-$130+ per hour in academic core facilities). 

Training:  
• Initial and ongoing training for new users or advanced techniques. 

• Facilities Costs: Space in the lab, electricity (sorters can have significant power requirements, 

especially older models with high-power lasers), water, and specialized HVAC. 

• Computer Hardware & Software: Dedicated workstations for acquisition and analysis software 

licenses (e.g., FlowJo, often a yearly subscription of several hundred dollars per license). 

• Deionized Water System: Essential for sheath fluid and cleaning. 

• Cryogenic Storage: If sorting cells for downstream culture or long-term storage. 

• Regulatory Compliance (if applicable): Costs associated with certifications or inspections if the 

sorter is used for clinical or regulated research. 

• Depreciation: The instrument loses value over time. 
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Let's assume an initial instrument price of $400,000 and a reasonable usage level. 

• Amortized Instrument Cost: (e.g., over 7 years) ~$57,000 per year (though often the initial purchase 

is a capital expense not annualized in this way for budgets). 

• Maintenance Contract: $40,000 - $60,000 per year 

• Consumables & Reagents: $30,000 - $80,000 per year 

• Personnel Time (Full-time equivalent of a dedicated operator/specialist): This is a large component. 

If a sorter is used frequently (e.g., 4-6 hours/day, 5 days/week), it might require a dedicated FTE or 

significant portion of a technician/scientist's time.  

o Daily setup/teardown (2 hours/day x 250 days/year x $75/hour) = ~$37,500 

o Weekly/monthly maintenance (6 hours/month x 12 months x $75/hour) = ~$5,400 

o Total Estimated Personnel Time (direct sorter operations): $40,000 - $80,000+ per year (this 

excludes time for experiment design, data analysis, core facility management, etc.). 

• Software Licenses: $500 - $2,000 per year 

• Utilities/Other: $5,000 - $10,000 per year 

Total Annual Ballpark Cost of Ownership (excluding initial purchase as a lump sum): 

• $115,000 to $230,000+ per year for a standard, actively used cell sorter, with maintenance contracts 

and personnel. This number can fluctuate wildly based on specific instrument, usage, and lab 

setup. It highlights why many labs opt for shared core facilities where these costs are distributed 

among many users. 
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It is important to realize the evolution of cell sorting: a shift towards simpler, more accessible, and lower-

maintenance systems. The NanoCellect WOLF series (WOLF and WOLF G2) is specifically designed to 

address many of the high costs and complexities associated with traditional, droplet-based cell sorters. 

Let's compare the ballpark cost of ownership, incorporating the numbers you provided for the WOLF: 

Assumptions 
• Traditional Cell Sorter: Mid-range instrument, active use (e.g., 250 operational days per year, 

averaging 1.5 hours of personnel time for setup/teardown per day). 

• NanoCellect WOLF: Used 4 days per month, with quoted cartridge and maintenance costs. 

Initial Instrument Price 
• Traditional Cell Sorter: $250,000 - $750,000+  

o Example: $400,000 

• NanoCellect WOLF: Generally, significantly lower. While specific current pricing isn't publicly listed, 

instruments of this type are often in the $100,000 - $200,000+ range. Some sources indicate they 

are designed to be "the most affordable" in the market. 

Initial observation: The WOLF has a clear advantage in upfront capital expenditure. 

 

Maintenance Contracts (Annual) 
• Traditional Cell Sorter: 10-15% of instrument price.  

o Example ($400k instrument): $40,000 - $60,000 per year 

• NanoCellect WOLF: $5,000 per year (as per your quote) 

Annual Difference: The WOLF offers a massive reduction in maintenance contract costs. This is one of 

its most compelling economic advantages. 

 

Consumables & Reagents (Annual) 
• Traditional Cell Sorter:  

o Sheath Fluid: Significant usage. 

o Nozzles: Regular replacement. 

o Cleaning Solutions: Daily/weekly. 

o Antibodies/Dyes/Buffers: Highly variable but often substantial. 

o Estimated Annual: $20,000 - $100,000+ 

• NanoCellect WOLF:  

o Cartridges: $200 per day, 4 days/month = $200 * 4 * 12 = $9,600 per year 

o Other consumables (e.g., some calibration beads, specific reagents for samples) would still 

apply, but the sheath fluid and complex cleaning solution costs are minimized by the 

disposable cartridge system. The WOLF is known for requiring very little sheath fluid 

(~50mL for an entire day). 

o Total Estimated Annual: Around $10,000 - $15,000 (assuming minimal other consumables 

beyond cartridges) 

Annual Difference: Again, the WOLF significantly cuts down on consumable costs, especially due to its 

disposable, closed fluidic path that eliminates the need for large volumes of sheath fluid and extensive 

cleaning solutions. 
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Personnel Time for Setup, Teardown, and Maintenance (Annual) 
This is where the WOLF's design truly shines and offers substantial savings. 

• Traditional Cell Sorter:  

o Daily Setup/Teardown: 1-2 hours per sort session. 

o Routine Maintenance (Weekly/Monthly): Several hours. 

o Troubleshooting: Often requires specialized personnel. 

o Estimated Annual Personnel Time (direct sorter operations): $40,000 - $80,000+ per year (at 

$75/hour average). This is for highly trained staff. 

• NanoCellect WOLF:  

o Setup: Very fast. The company emphasizes "operated by a novice on the first day of use" 

and "new users can be performing their first sorts in about 30 minutes." This is largely due 

to the pre-calibrated, disposable cartridges. 

o Teardown/Maintenance: "Clean-up in 1 minute: once finished for the day simply discard 

the cartridge." This eliminates all daily cleaning routines. No complex fluidics to clean, no 

cross-contamination concerns. 

o Estimated Annual Personnel Time (direct sorter operations):  

▪ Assuming 30 minutes per day for setup/shutdown (even though actual teardown is 

faster): 0.5 hours/day * 4 days/month * 12 months = 24 hours/year. 

▪ At $75/hour: $1,800 per year for direct operation. 

o Troubleshooting: Less frequent due to simpler design, often addressed by remote support 

or cartridge replacement. 

Annual Difference: The WOLF dramatically reduces the personnel time commitment for operation and 

routine maintenance, leading to significant cost savings and freeing up highly skilled staff for more 

complex tasks. This is a "hidden" but very real cost of ownership for traditional sorters. 

 

Other Indirect Costs 
• Traditional Cell Sorter:  

o Larger footprint, often requires dedicated lab space, potentially a biosafety cabinet. 

o Significant power/water/HVAC requirements. 

o Dedicated computer hardware/software licenses. 

• NanoCellect WOLF:  

o Small benchtop footprint (under 2 cubic feet), can fit inside a laminar flow hood. 

o Lower power requirements. 

o Aerosol-free operation (due to enclosed cartridge) eliminates the need for expensive 

biosafety containment systems (e.g., dedicated sorter cabinets) for many applications. 

o Software is intuitive and often included. 

Cost Impact: The WOLF's design leads to lower infrastructure and facility-related costs. 
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Cost Category Traditional Cell Sorter (Annual) NanoCellect WOLF (Annual) 

Maintenance Contract $40,000 - $60,000 $5,000 

Consumables & Reagents $20,000 - $100,000+ ~$10,000 - $15,000 

Personnel Time (Operations) $40,000 - $80,000+ ~$1,800 (for 4 days/month use) 

Total Annual Estimate $100,000 - $240,000+ ~$16,800 - $21,800 

 

Conclusion on Cost of Ownership 
The NanoCellect WOLF offers a dramatically lower total cost of ownership compared to traditional cell 

sorters. The savings are primarily driven by: 

1. Lower maintenance contract fees. 

2. Significantly reduced consumable costs (especially by eliminating large sheath fluid volumes and 

extensive cleaning solutions, replaced by cartridges). 

3. Minimal personnel time required for setup, daily operation, and routine cleaning due to its 

disposable cartridge system and ease of use. 

4. Lower indirect costs related to facility requirements and biosafety. 

This makes the WOLF an attractive option for labs that need sorting capabilities but have budget 

constraints, lower throughput requirements, or desire a decentralized, easy-to-use, and highly sterile 

sorting solution. The trade-off is often in terms of maximum throughput, number of detectable 

parameters (lasers/colors), and sorting speed compared to high-end traditional sorters, but for many 

applications, the cost-benefit analysis heavily favors systems like the WOLF. 
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