
One way to get high-quality health care is to find and use information that will help you take an active role in all 
decisions made about your care. These quick tips will help you when making decisions about medical tests. Doctors 

order blood tests, x-rays, and other tests to help diagnose medical problems. Perhaps you do not know why you need a particular test 
or you don’t understand how it will help you. Here are some questions you can ask:

1}	 How	is	the	test	done?

2}	 What	kind	of	information	will	the	test	provide?

3}	 Is	this	test	the	only	way	to	find	out	that	
information?

4}	 What	are	the	benefits	and	risks	of	having	this	test?

5}	 How	accurate	is	the	test?

6}	 What	do	I	need	to	do	to	prepare	for	the	test?	
(What	you	do	or	don’t	do	may	affect	the	accuracy	
of	the	test	results.)

7}	 Will	the	test	be	uncomfortable?

8}	 How	long	will	it	take	to	get	the	results,	and	how	
will	I	get	them?

9}	 What’s	the	next	step	after	the	test?

BEING SMART ABOUT MEDICAL TESTS
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Preventing Test Errors
One study found that anywhere from 10 percent to 30 percent 
of Pap smear test results that were called “normal” were not. 
Errors such as this can lead to a wrong or delayed diagnosis. 
You want your tests to be done the right way, and you want 
accurate results. What can you do?

	¨ For	tests	your	doctor	sends	to	a	lab,	ask	which	lab	he	
or	she	uses,	and	why.	You	may	want	to	know	that	the	
doctor	chooses	a	certain	lab	because	he	or	she	has	
business	ties	to	it.	Or,	the	health	plan	may	require	that	
the	tests	go	there.

	¨ Check	to	see	that	the	lab	is	accredited	by	a	group	
such	as	the	College	of	American	Pathologists	or	the	
Joint	Commission	on	Accreditation	of	Healthcare	
Organizations.

	¨ If	you	need	a	mammogram,	make	sure	the	facility	is	
approved	by	the	Food	and	Drug	Administration.	You	
can	find	out	by	checking	the	certificate	in	the	facility.		

What About The Test Results?
	¨ Do	not	assume	that	no	news	is	good	news.	If	you	do	

not	hear	from	your	doctor,	call	to	get	your	test	results.

	¨ If	you	and	your	doctor	think	the	test	results	may	not	
be	right,	have	the	test	done	again.

Remember, quality matters, especially when it comes to your 
health. 

Source: Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, www.ahrq.gov

For tests your doctor sends to a lab, ask  
which lab he or she uses, and why. You may want  

to know that the doctor chooses a certain lab  
because he or she has business ties to it.
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The	information	contained	in	this	medical	self-care	newsletter	can	be	used	to	
increase	your	personal	awareness	of	how	to	manage	minor	health	issues.	If	you	
have	any	questions	or	concerns	about	medical	issues	impacting	you	or	your	family,	
always	contact	your	health	care	provider.
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