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Healthcare in america is undergoing a paradigm shift. 

Focus is shifting from reactive care to a model centered 

on prevention and early diagnosis of disease. this change is 

prompted in part by an increase in chronic conditions such as 

heart disease, cancer and diabetes, which absorb as much as 

75 cents of every healthcare dollar we spend.1 

this new healthcare paradigm is transforming our approach to healthcare, placing 
emphasis on:

• Keeping people healthy instead of just treating them when they get sick;

• Preventing or delaying the onset of chronic diseases; and 

• actively managing chronic conditions through a partnership between patients 
and healthcare professionals (HCPs). 

there is increasing consensus among HCPs that success in changing how we 
deliver care requires that we empower people to take charge of their health by 
giving them access to tools and information that can enable them to navigate 
complex concepts and systems.2 Integral to this empowerment will be a high level 
of consumer health literacy, defined as “the degree to which individuals have 
the capacity to obtain, process and understand basic information and services 
needed to make appropriate health decisions.”3

We firmly believe that “appropriate use” – meaning use of the right diagnostic 
blood test at the right time given a person’s health-risk profile – is a core 
component of supporting this patient-centric system. already, blood tests influence 
as much as 60 percent to 70 percent of healthcare decision-making.4 Yet a recent 
survey we conducted makes clear that consumers have limited awareness and 
literacy around blood tests and the important information they offer. 5

to explore strategies that address these limits, ortho-Clinical diagnostics, 
Inc., part of the Johnson & Johnson Family of companies, joined forces with 
the national association of Chronic disease directors, a national leader in the 
efforts to reduce chronic diseases. together, we fielded a national consumer 
survey on blood test health literacy, reviewed existing research and convened 
the Fundamentals to Wellness thought leaders summit in Washington, d.C. to 
examine and discuss the relationship between blood test health literacy and 
optimal wellness, prevention and disease management in the healthcare system. 
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What we discovered, and what this report expands 
upon, is that while there are many opportunities to foster 
progress, we must address the considerable barriers that 
stand in the way of a more consumer-focused, -educated 
and -empowered healthcare system. these barriers 
include: limited recall and understanding of blood test 
numbers; lack of easy access to blood tests results; and 
deficiencies in clear communication between HCPs and 
healthcare consumers. 

according to the results of our national survey, there 
are signs that consumers welcome the opportunity 
to manage their personal health and desire deeper, 
more meaningful conversations with their healthcare 
providers about test results. the findings also highlight 
opportunities to improve health literacy around blood 
test results, specifically to educate consumers on basic 
personal medical information and provide means for 
them to better understand their lab test results (e.g., how 
to read a lab report and how to use lab tests to make 
decisions that result in improved wellness and better 
chronic disease management.)6

We further explored these themes at the Fundamentals 
to Wellness summit with representatives from 14 
organizations, including consumer advocacy organizations, 
HCP groups, policymakers, insurers, research institutions, 
public health organizations and clinical laboratory 
organizations. the goal of the event was to foster dynamic 
conversations about the opportunities and barriers that 
exist to advancing health literacy around blood tests and to 
identify paths to progress. 

during discussions thought leaders were clear about 
two major points. First, the results of appropriate blood 
tests – those based on an individual’s health-risk profile 
– can and should be used in a national effort to raise 

the level of health literacy among american healthcare 
consumers. second, deriving the optimal utility in terms 
of wellness and improved health from blood test results 
will require a cross-functional, multi-faceted effort that 
looks across the healthcare continuum.

an integrated approach will allow all those in the 
healthcare community, including payers and employers 
who provide health coverage to workers, to develop and 
prioritize strategies that will have the most impact on 
the consumers we are trying to reach. to be successful, 
these strategies will need to take into account the 
best approaches to encouraging stakeholders, optimal 
methods for communicating with consumers and 
methods to promote best practices, as well as the best 
means to track results. 

We are encouraged by the participation of key 
organizations in the summit, and by the groups’ 
interest in working together, to chart a path forward in 
addressing these issues. 

one thing is certain: blood tests have the potential to be 
a powerful tool in redefining the “care” in healthcare. But 
if we are to be successful in improving the health literacy 
of americans and make the transition from a treatment-
focused to prevention- and wellness-focused healthcare 
system, action is required. and that action must begin 
now, focusing on improvements in blood test literacy. 

this Fundamentals to Wellness & Prevention report is an 
important first step. We encourage you to read through 
this report, share it with others and explore ways to 
engage with the ideas. While it will take the time and 
talents of many of us to make genuine progress, the 
ultimate outcomes are worth all of our efforts: better 
health, better care, at lower cost.
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ThE iSSuE

leading healthcare professionals (HCPs) and advocates agree that diagnostic blood test results can promote a 
more efficient and effective healthcare system by playing a major role in monitoring wellness, promoting disease 
prevention and managing chronic diseases. 

However, they also agree that a leading impediment to progress is a lack of health literacy on the part of patients 
and healthcare consumers. It is estimated that inadequate health literacy among all americans costs the healthcare 
system between $106 billion to $236 billion, annually.7

ThE BarriErS

a number of government and private sector reports and studies – including the u.s. Health and Human services’ 
National Action Plan to Improve Health literacy; Center for advancing Health’s snapshot of People’s engagement 
in their Health Care; a recent national consumer survey, as well as discussions from the Fundamentals to Wellness 
summit – suggest three primary barriers preventing consumers from maximizing the use of blood tests to help 
maintain and/or improve their health:

lack of awareness and clear information: today’s 
health information is presented in a way that is 
not usable by most americans, and nearly nine 
out of 10 adults have difficulty using the everyday 
health information that is routinely available in 
our healthcare facilities, retail outlets, media and 
communities.8 Further, two-thirds of americans 
do not actively and consistently perform many 
of the actions directly linked to the healthcare 
information available to them.9 With respect 
to blood tests in particular, there is a low level 
of consumer awareness of the value of blood 
tests, what the results mean and how to use 
them in wellness efforts or the prevention and 
management of disease.10

obstacles to access (access to tests and their 
results): even the best health interventions are 
not valuable if they are not accessible. Blood 
tests currently represent a low priority on the 
federal and state agenda, and are undervalued 
under health care reform. even for those who do 
have access to optimal blood testing, numerous 
barriers exist to obtaining and interpreting 
results in a way that is consistent with prevention 
paradigms. For example, in many instances, 
federal and state laws restrict sharing of testing 
results across medical record systems – and 
even who can report test results to consumers 
– thus delaying easy access to findings and 
understanding of how specific test results are 
trending over time.11

Communication gaps between HCPs and consumers: today’s HCPs are fortunate to have a wealth of 
information and resources available to help patients prevent and treat disease. However, when and how to 
educate patients about blood test results has not been a priority in training, and time constraints during 
patient visits often means that communication is further limited.12

1
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a Call TO aCTiON

Increasing rates of chronic disease and the corresponding burden on the healthcare system have led to a call for a 
patient-centered approach to healthcare. the time is now for the healthcare community, which includes providers, 
insurers, advocates, employers and consumers, to work together to increase the public’s understanding of and access 
to blood tests, and to foster a greater ability by consumers to act on the information provided by these results. 

to achieve this goal, the healthcare community must:

• Increase consumer awareness of the importance of 
blood tests as an integral part of a person’s health 
narrative – an individual’s personal health story 
that comprises all relevant healthcare information, 
including family history and lifestyle. this narrative 
underpins a person’s motivation to change behavior 
to improve health status.

• ensure access to blood tests and test results.

• encourage consumers to know and understand their 
test result “numbers.” 

• Help consumers translate their test results into action.

ThE CaSE FOr iNCrEaSiNg BlOOd TEST hEalTh liTEraCy

diagnostics, including routine blood tests, currently make up less than five percent of hospital costs and less than 
two percent of all Medicare costs, and can influence as much as 60 percent to 70 percent13 of healthcare decision-
making.13 these tests are a valuable cornerstone in comprehensive patient care, playing a critical role in determining 
how we can keep people well or improve their conditions if they are sick. 

When viewed as tools to prevent or manage chronic disease – one of the biggest burdens to today’s healthcare 
system – the value of diagnostic tests becomes even more pronounced. nearly half of all americans today are living 
with a chronic disease, such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease or cancer, or a risk factor for chronic disease, such 
as high cholesterol or high blood pressure, which often can be detected and managed through appropriate use of 
blood tests.14 Identifying patients “at risk” before they reach the more complex, intensive and expensive stage of 
“complications” ultimately results not only in a more efficient system from a cost perspective, but also in improved 
health outcomes. 

simply put, blood tests can: 

• Provide a cost-effective means of early detection, 
identification and treatment of illnesses.

• significantly improve the quality of patient care and 
health outcomes.

• enable providers to make better-informed decisions 
for more accurate and efficient diagnoses and less 
expensive treatment.

• Improve the way healthcare services are delivered.

• empower consumers with information to motivate 
positive health behaviors. 

Continued on next page.

ExECuTivE Summary 
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...tHere Is a stronG 

Case to Be Made tHat 

Blood test results 

are InstruMental 

CoMPonents 

oF MonItorInG 

Wellness, ProMotInG 

dIsease PreventIon 

and ManaGInG 

CHronIC dIseases, 

InCludInG CostlY, 

HIGH-MaIntenanCe 

CondItIons suCH  

as dIaBetes and 

Heart dIsease.

It also is estimated that the lack of health literacy among 
all americans costs the healthcare system between 
$106 billion to $236 billion annually.15 this lack of 
consumer health literacy around blood tests, threatens 
the nation’s ability to realize important wellness goals, 
health management benefits and cost savings within the 
healthcare system. 

Currently, there is limited research related to consumer 
understanding of blood tests and how to make best use 
of blood test results. 

on January 13, 2011, the national association of Chronic 
disease directors and ortho-Clinical diagnostics, Inc. 
convened national thought and advocacy leaders in 
Washington, d.C. to a summit titled Fundamentals to 
Wellness. the summit hosted leaders from consumer 
advocacy, healthcare professional groups, policymakers, 
insurers, research institutions, public health and clinical 
laboratory groups. this program included presentations 
(including a keynote featuring insights from the u.s. 
department of Health and Human services (dHHs) 
report delivered by rear admiral Penelope slade-
sawyer, P.t., M.s.W., (deputy assistant secretary, 
Health, disease Prevention and Health Promotion 
and director, office of disease Prevention and Health 
Promotion), interactive sessions and small group 
discussions designed to identify the barriers and 
opportunities for increasing blood test literacy. at the 
conclusion of the summit, participants agreed there 
is a strong case to be made that blood test results 
are instrumental components of monitoring wellness, 
promoting disease prevention and managing chronic 
diseases, including costly, high-maintenance conditions 
such as diabetes and heart disease. 

However, participants also agreed that an overwhelming 
number of americans do not know how to obtain, 
understand and use their blood test results to make 
meaningful changes in their lives – changes that could 
enable consumers to more effectively safeguard their 
wellness and/or manage a chronic disease. this lack of 
knowledge holds serious implications for individuals 
who may wish to manage their personal health, and 
could have a direct adverse impact on healthcare costs 
for all americans. 

Continued from previous page.
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...IMProved ConsuMer HealtH lIteraCY WIll 

suPPort a More eFFeCtIve and eFFICIent 

HealtHCare sYsteM, Better HealtH outCoMes 

at loWer Cost and a HealtHIer PoPulatIon. 

the private sector also recognizes the important role 
diagnostic blood tests play in prevention and wellness. 
Kaiser Permanente, for example, sees consistently 
high consumer traffic to the section of its website 
that delivers blood test results online.16 results of our 
consumer survey reveal that consumers want more 
information about blood tests and how they can be used 
to promote better health.17

additionally, medical practice management expert  
dr. Christine a. sinsky, M.d. has advocated for 
completing blood tests prior to appointments as a 
path to more efficient practice management, the goal 
of which she states as “a well-organized office system 
that fosters sound medical decision making, minimized 
error and creates an atmosphere that patients, staff 
and physicians can enjoy.” eighty-five percent of the 
patients seen in sinsky’s practice complete tests prior to 
attending an appointment, which she claims “enhances 
our chronic disease management and preventive care 
because test results are available for interpretation and 
care planning at the time of the visit.” ultimately, she 
says, “the goal is for the physician to review the data 
[from blood and other lab tests] only once, in context 
and in person, so that the patient and physician can 
together forge a treatment plan.”18

that said, we believe the survey findings (outlined on the 
following pages), summit outcomes and this report serve 
as catalysts for more in-depth research and a continuing 
national discussion on the roles that healthcare 
providers, insurers, advocates, employers and consumers 
can play to improve americans’ understanding of the 

value of blood tests and how to use them for optimal 
prevention, wellness and disease management. In turn, 
improved consumer health literacy will support a more 
effective and efficient healthcare system, better health 
outcomes at lower cost and a healthier population. 

Headway is already being made on this front, including 
four major initiatives from the Federal government. 
First, the 2010 publication of the National Action Plan 
for Improving Health literacy highlights a focus on 
promoting changes in the healthcare system that 
improve health information, communication, informed 
decision-making and access to health services.19 second, 
the passage of the Plain Writing Act in october 2010 
further reinforces the importance of making health 
information – like blood test results – accessible to 
the average consumer, and contains important health 
literacy provisions.20 third, mandates in the Affordable 
Care Act demonstrate that the government understands 
that educated and informed consumers have an 
important role to play, if current health reforms are 
to succeed. Finally, the Healthy People 2020 initiative 
includes an objective for improving health literacy.21 

despite the widely recognized importance of consumer 
health literacy around blood tests, numerous systemic, 
policy and other barriers exist toward advancing the goal 

Continued on next page.

ExECuTivE Summary 
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lIMIted HealtH 

lIteraCY aFFeCts 

PeoPle oF all aGes, 

raCes, InCoMes and 
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HealtH lIteraCY 
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aFFeCts loWer 

soCIoeConoMIC and 

MInorItY GrouPs. 

ThE BarriErS

there are a variety of factors that affect consumers’ 
understanding of “the numbers” in their blood test results, and 
their subsequent ability to use those numbers to improve their 
wellness and better manage their health. our review of the 
literature and distillation of discussions at the summit suggest 
these barriers can be grouped into three broad areas. 

1) laCK oF aWareness & Clear 
InForMatIon 

according to the National Action Plan to Improve Health 
literacy, a 2010 report published by dHHs,22 nearly nine out of 
10 adults have difficulty using the every day health information 
that is routinely available in our healthcare facilities, retail 
outlets, media and communities. 

this lack of “health literacy” pertains to the degree to 
which individuals have the capacity to obtain, process and 
understand basic health information and services needed to 
make appropriate health decisions. this includes numeracy, 
which is the degree to which individuals have the capacity to 
access, process, interpret, communicate and act on numerical, 
quantitative, graphical, biostatistical and probabilistic health 
information needed to make effective health decisions.23 

the dHHs National Action Plan adds that today’s health 
information is presented in a way that is not usable by 
most americans and that without clear information and 
an understanding of prevention and self-management of 
conditions, people are more likely to:

• skip necessary medical tests; 

• end up in the emergency room more often; and 

• Have a hard time managing chronic diseases, such as 
diabetes or high blood pressure.

limited health literacy affects people of all ages, races, 
incomes and education levels, but the impact of limited health 
literacy disproportionately affects lower socioeconomic and 
minority groups. 

the Center for advancing Health report similarly found that 
two-thirds of americans do not actively and consistently 

Continued from previous page.
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perform many of the actions directly linked to benefiting 
from the healthcare information available to them.24 

Focusing on blood tests in particular, summit attendees 
agreed that there is low consumer awareness of the value 
of blood tests in managing one’s personal health, likely 
because there is lack of consumer- and HCP-directed 
resources addressing the topic of blood test literacy.

2) oBstaCles to aCCess  
(tests & test results) 

the fact that blood tests are generally considered a 
“routine” part of annual physical exams in the united 
states has created an interesting paradox in which their 
value may be underestimated by both consumers and 
the healthcare delivery system. In the public sector, 
blood tests are currently a low priority on federal and 
state agendas, even though such tests could advance 
the goals of the health reform law. For example, the 
free preventive care visit offered under Medicare covers 
blood glucose and lipid screening, but omits important 
and age-appropriate markers such as complete blood 
count to look for anemia and Bun/creatinine to look for 
early signs of kidney disease. Further, there are policies in 
some states that limit the types of providers authorized to 
report and discuss blood tests with consumers. 

In the private sector, insurance coverage for blood tests 
is not standardized, meaning that some consumers may 
be denied testing or may be charged significant co-pays 
if blood work is ordered. Certain plans also require use 
of a specific laboratory for testing, burdening consumers 
with the need to make arrangements for a separate visit. 

access to the test results is also a formidable barrier, 
as in many cases results aren’t shared readily with 
consumers on a consistent basis. Further, the reporting 
of results is not standardized, which means that a 
lab report from one source will likely look different 
from another, requiring consumers to analyze reports 
each time tests are conducted and preventing easy 
interpretation of the information presented. lack of 
standardization also means that labs may use various 
methods resulting in inconsistent results from lab to lab, 
and potentially from test to test. 

3) CoMMunICatIon GaPs 
BetWeen HCPs and ConsuMers

a consumer’s level of health literacy impacts the ability 
to understand and carry out HCP instructions, and 
therefore has the potential to negatively impact health 
outcomes. the dHHs report calls for improved HCP-
consumer conversations, including the need to apply 
principles of health literacy in communications tools 
used with consumers.25 

summit participants echoed this sentiment, stating that 
lack of clear, constructive communication between HCPs 
and consumers is a barrier to consumer understanding 
of health information, including blood tests. Yet, efforts 
to improve communication around blood tests are 
challenging on multiple fronts, not the least of which 
is the fact that healthcare professionals are facing 
increasing time constraints in their practice of medicine. 

an omnibus survey of more than 1,000 healthcare 
consumers in the u.s. (sponsored by ortho-Clinical 
diagnostics, Inc. and the national association of Chronic 
disease directors), conducted in october 2010, found 
that there is a need to educate healthcare consumers 
about the value of personal medical information related 
to blood-test results.26

specifically, the findings suggest opportunities to 
improve awareness and knowledge in areas such as: 

• How to interpret blood test results;

• How blood test results can be associated with risk 
factors for disease;

• What blood tests individuals should be getting based 
on age, gender and family history; and

• How test results can help maintain wellness and/or 
prevent or manage chronic disease.

BarriErS
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SurvEy

these survey findings also suggest consumers’ desire 
to have blood testing completed prior to a visit with 
an HCP, so the results can be reviewed and discussed 
during their appointments and how the test results 
can be used by consumers to monitor their health. 
this finding indicates the need for practice-based 
system designs that foster meaningful patient/provider 
discussions around blood test results.

the survey also found that just over one-half (52 
percent) of those who had a recent blood test knew 
their cholesterol level compared to 8 percent of those 
who were not tested, and 35 percent of a recently tested 
group knew their glucose level vs. the 5 percent not 

tested.27 although the percentage of recently tested 
consumers who knew their test values was relatively low, 
these figures suggest that routine testing and resources 
that encourage consumers to track their numbers over 
time can improve knowledge of important blood tests. 

after hearing their test results, 35 percent of those 
surveyed said they took some action or changed their 
behavior based on those results.28 Considering that 
many test results will not require behavior change, this 
finding suggests that consumers are ready and willing 
to make behavior changes based on these scores 
should they be needed. 

OF ThOSE whO ChaNgEd ThEir BEhaviOr, ThE mOST COmmON ChaNgES wErE:

ChaNgES 
TO EaTiNg 
haBiTS

maiNTaiNiNg 
rEgular 
hEalTh CarE 
PrOvidEr 
viSiTS 

PayiNg mOrE 
aTTENTiON TO 
rESulTS

STarTiNg Or 
CONTiNuiNg 
TakiNg 
mEdiCaTiON

STarTiNg  
TO ExErCiSE

74%

66%

72%

56%

69%

the thought leaders convened at the Fundamentals 
to Wellness summit also observed that, over time, 
changes in blood-test scores within acceptable 
ranges can be an indicator of needed behavioral 
and/or biomedical interventions to prevent the 
development of a chronic disease. so that trends 
in blood-test results can be monitored, easy 
provider and consumer access to historical health 
records may require practice-system changes 
to help assure that this information is used most 
effectively to prevent the development of chronic 
diseases and to better manage the conditions 
should they develop.
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OThEr kEy FiNdiNgS OF ThE 
CONSumEr SurvEy iNCludE:

• of those who got a blood test, respondents 
are most likely to know their blood type (72%), 
followed by their blood pressure number 
(70%). yet, less than half say they know their 
cholesterol level, blood glucose level or Bmi 
(52 percent, 35 percent and 30 percent, 
respectively).

• nine in 10 americans say it would be better if 
blood test results could be discussed during a 
doctor’s visit (88 percent). yet, fewer than four 
in 10 report discussing their results in person, 
primarily because: (1) results were either mailed 
or emailed to the patient; (2) the provider told 
the patient to assume everything was okay if the 
patient wasn’t notified of their results (i.e., test 
results were not available at visit); or (3) the 
patient never received the results. 

• almost four in five survey respondents (79 
percent) had blood work done in the past two 
years, primarily as part of a regular physical 
exam (76 percent). this finding suggests that 
physical examinations offer an important time 
for educating consumers about blood tests 
and their value to personal health and disease 
management.29

a Call TO aCTiON

rates of chronic disease in america 
continue to rise, placing a significant 
burden on the healthcare system.

our nation’s fiscal and other 
resource limitations have challenged 
policymakers, HCPs and consumers 
to think about new ways to do more 
with less. While there are several paths 
forward to improve health literacy 
around blood tests, consensus is 
growing among a variety of sectors 
that suggest a self-driven approach to 
wellness and prevention is required. 

this principle was a key component of 
the Affordable Care Act of 2010 (ACA),30 
which called for a more prevention-
oriented, consumer-centered care 
approach and a corresponding higher 
level of consumer engagement in their 
health management.

the convergence of these issues 
presents a significant opportunity for the 
healthcare community: to implement a 
concerted and sustained effort to bolster 
health literacy around the fundamentals 
to any wellness effort – blood tests. 

the recommendations in this report 
provide a roadmap to achieving the 
promise of better health and better care 
at lower cost. It’s not a simple issue to 
tackle, but it is critical to realizing the 
principles of health reform. 

a Call TO aCTiON
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advanCInG 

HealtH lIteraCY 

around Blood 

tests Is a 

FundaMental 

CoMPonent to 

transForMInG 

our natIon’s 

HealtHCare 

sYsteM...

rECOmmENdaTiONS

advancing health literacy around blood tests is a fundamental 
component to transforming our nation’s healthcare system from one 
focused on a reactive treatment model of care to a model focused 
on wellness and prevention. Based on discussions among national 
thought leaders and current research, consensus is building around 
four areas that are critical to the health literacy effort: awareness, 
access, knowledge and action. 

awarENESS

• Improved health literacy can become the foundation of a national 
effort that promotes improved use of blood tests as an integral 
component of health and wellness. this will require efforts to 
increase awareness of the importance of blood tests as part of a 
person’s individual health narrative, which will necessitate a model 
that better informs consumers about how they should use blood 
tests for health maintenance and management of chronic disease. 
It also may require an advocacy effort to make comprehensive 
blood tests part of the aCa “healthcare package.”

• Further research and discussions need to take place among all 
stakeholders, including consumers, healthcare providers, health 
plans, hospitals, government agencies and consumer advocates 
to identify evidence-based strategies that will effectively lower 
barriers to improving health literacy around blood tests. 

• specifically, awareness improvements will require consumer 
education around: clarifying how blood test results can be 
used to help prevent disease; how results can indicate whether 
medications and treatments are effective in managing disease; 
how to advocate for appropriate tests based on an individual’s 
health risk profile; and what to do with test result reports. equally 
important is a paradigm shift so that consumers begin to see that 
they can collaborate with their healthcare provider to take action 
and positively improve their overall wellness. Inherent in creating 
and applying personal context is ensuring that resources are 
culturally relevant and linguistically appropriate. 
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MaKInG test 

results More 

standardIzed, 

aCCessIBle and 

understandaBle 

WIll requIre 

develoPMent 

oF PolICIes and 

ProGraMs tHat 

InFluenCe and 

InCentIvIze BotH 

ConsuMer and 

HealtHCare 

ProvIder 

BeHavIors.

kNOwlEdgE 

• Creating informed patients who appreciate the importance of 
knowing and understanding the trends in their blood test results 
will require involvement and alignment from employers, as well as 
other healthcare purchasers. these groups must work together to 
motivate consumers to get tested and to provide personal context 
for the results. 

• efforts to improve the use of blood test results should inform and 
encourage employers to lead by example when purchasing health 
insurance – assuring that appropriate tests are available to their 
employees – and should engage them in programs to educate 
their employees. 

aCCESS

• Consumers need improved access to their blood test results, 
resources to help interpret these results, information about how 
these results are associated with their risks for chronic diseases and 
access to effective strategies for health behavior changes.

• Comprehensive and integrated efforts to improve reimbursement are 
also needed to advance access. 

• embracing new technologies that provide rapid, cost-effective test 
results may also be a key to progress. 

aCTiON

• Making test results more standardized, accessible and 
understandable will require development of policies and programs 
that influence and incentivize both consumer and healthcare 
provider behaviors.

• undertaking pilot programming that tests various approaches to 
progress and identifies activities that result in maximum impact on 
literacy around blood tests. 

a Call TO aCTiON
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StrAtegy #1: iNCrEaSE awarENESS OF ThE imPOrTaNCE OF BlOOd TESTS aS aN 
iNTEgral ParT OF a PErSON’S hEalTh PrOFilE

1) Identify information resources that are currently 
available to consumers and determine how 
consumers can easily access these resources – to 
include government websites, insurance and provider 
information, advocacy group resources, etc.

2) Conduct a content analysis to determine the 
effectiveness of existing information resources 
(strengths and weaknesses with regard to issues such 
as literacy level and cultural appropriateness) and 
make recommendations as to how this information 
can be improved for greater understanding of blood 
test results.

3) Create a population-based public education 
awareness campaign to help consumers understand 
the importance of blood tests—and get them to act!

• engage people in their health and find the common 
ground among patients, providers and payers, and how 
they communicate about blood tests using multiple media 
channels appropriate to various populations – particularly 
targeting lower socioeconomic and minority groups. 

• Create actionable educational resources on the value of 
blood tests with an emphasis on reaching populations 
with low health literacy.

• Conduct a research-based demonstration program to show 
how a health literacy campaign focused on blood testing 
can improve consumer use of these tests to advance 
wellness and prevention, and disease management.

4) stress to employers the potential return on 
investment (roI) if they engage and incentivize their 
employees to become better stewards of their health, 
including appropriate use of blood test results.

StrAtegy #2: ENSurE aCCESS TO BlOOd TESTS aNd TEST rESulTS

1) ensure awareness of and access to the use of blood 
tests to track health and wellness.

2) Make blood tests a part of our healthcare discourse and 
agenda for chronic disease prevention and wellness.

• Incorporate blood tests into wellness routines, both in 
private healthcare practices and public health-based 
service delivery.

• advocate for broad-based access to blood tests and 
results, as well as standardized test results and report 
formats.

• develop and use incentives to reinforce positive provider 
and consumer behaviors. 

• engage public health professionals in efforts to encourage 
policy makers to enact policies that enhance consumer and 
provider use of blood tests to track wellness and prevent and 
control chronic diseases.

3) Work with insurers to adopt progressive policies 
that assure access to age- and health risk profile-
appropriate blood tests and to educate their health 
plan members about the value of blood tests.

4) encourage use of technology (e.g., electronic health 
records, smart phone apps) and development of 
consumer tools (e.g., a personalized “P-score” 
[prevention] and/or other virtual health education tools 
[graphics]). these efforts could help improve consumer 
and provider access to blood test results, their 
tracking of blood test progress and understanding of 
effective behavioral strategies to maintain wellness and 
prevent or control chronic disease. 

the following strategic recommendations, which represent a distillation of summit 
presentations and discussions, provide more detail about how these four areas could become 
actionable tactics to improve health literacy around blood tests. In doing so, they suggest 
ways to strengthen education, research and training practices and activities on this topic. 
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StrAtegy #3: ENCOuragE CONSumErS TO kNOw aNd uNdErSTaNd ThEir TEST 
rESulT “NumBErS”

1) Conduct a consumer survey and/or focus groups to 
gather information on a variety of demographics, 
while probing deeper barriers to determine what 
would motivate different populations to become more 
engaged in their healthcare.

2) Conduct a survey of healthcare professionals to compare 
and contrast differences with the consumer survey, and 
to identify structural or systemic practice patterns that 
are barriers to effective communications regarding the 
importance and meaning of blood test results.

3) Increase knowledge on the purpose of blood tests 
and their results beyond knowing whether results are 
“normal.” For example, what cholesterol level should 
one have based on risk profile and age, and what 
could a trend over time mean?

4) Identify and broaden consumer utilization of existing 
information portals such as labtestsonline.org, that 
empower consumers to play a more active role in better 
understanding their blood test results as well as the role 
of blood tests in early detection of chronic diseases and 
improved quality of life. 

5) encourage the development and adoption of electronic 
medical records, online data systems and other health It 
initiatives that can help ensure that healthcare professionals 
and consumers have timely access to individual blood test 
results and result trends over time.

6) use government efforts such as the Plain Writing 
Act (oct. 2010),31 as well as government-created, 
consumer-focused websites such as www.health.gov, 
to guide consumer education efforts.

7) develop training programs for healthcare providers 
to help them improve their communications with 
patients around blood tests.

• Create resources for healthcare providers who leverage 
proven health literacy methods, such as “teach back,” in 
which a provider checks that a consumer understands 
and knows how to carry out his or her particular self-care 
health plan.

• tailor educational messages using standardized language 
so that each type of healthcare provider that interacts 
with patients uses the same language for each respective 
blood test.

• develop and provide educational materials and strategies 
for HCPs so they can help consumers understand 
concepts such as how to interpret blood test results, how 
to associate results with risk factors for disease, what 
tests are appropriate based on personal health factors, 
and how test results can guide behaviors that maintain 
wellness and/or prevent or manage chronic disease. 

• Provide comprehensive training to the full HCP team – 
including physicians, nurses, physician assistants, nurse 
practitioners and others – on how to interpret and share 
test results in a way that is understandable by patients. 
this is a critical issue because while a physician may be 
ordering tests, it is frequently another member of the 
team who contacts a patient to report results. 

StrAtegy #4: hElP CONSumErS TraNSlaTE ThEir rESulTS “NumBErS” iNTO aCTiON

1) ensure that healthcare providers offer consultations 
and follow-up appointments to track consumer health, 
and engage consumers to track their blood test 
results on an ongoing basis and over time. 

2) Create relevant and appropriate tools that can 
be tailored to consumer risk factors, culture and 
education level, so blood-test results can be 
translated into age and culturally-appropriate, 
condition-specific actions.

3) Consider pilot-testing and evaluating various 
approaches to blood test delivery, namely, where 
(e.g., lab, doctors’ office or someplace else), when 
(e.g., before, during or after a doctor’s visit) and how 
(e.g., what educational tools would work best):

• test the resources mentioned above with proven health-
literate approaches;

• Incentivize providers (e.g., reimbursement for time spent 
informing patients about test results). 

4) Create greater awareness, cooperation and collaboration 
among advocacy groups to help promote such efforts.

STraTEgiC rECOmmENdaTiONS
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CONCluSiON

If our nation is serious about achieving better health and better care at lower cost, it is 
essential to leverage the use of screening and diagnostic blood tests so that consumers 

can better manage and maintain their own health. these tests – and healthcare 
consumers’ ability to obtain and understand the results – are fundamental to wellness, 
prevention and management of disease. Breaking down barriers to health literacy and 
maximizing the use of blood test results can help create a more efficient, effective 
healthcare system that ultimately results in better care and better outcomes for american 
healthcare consumers. 

wE ThaNk ThE FOllOwiNg OrgaNizaTiONS FOr ParTiCiPaTiNg iN ThE Fundamentals 
to Wellness SummiT:

• advaMeddx

• american association for Clinical Chemistry

• american academy of Physician assistants

• american Clinical laboratory association

• american College of Preventive Medicine

• american Hospital association

• american Medical association Foundation

• american Public Health association

• association of Public Health laboratories

• association of state and territorial Health officials

• Center for advancing Health

• national Consumers league

• national urban league

• Partnership for Prevention

The organizations listed do not necessarily support or endorse the recommendations in this plan. 
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