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At-home blood tests are soarin�, and
throwin� up wron� results

By  

The di�gnostics industry is tr�nsforming post-Covid, f�vouring blood-s�mple
collections �t your doorsteps. Yet, the reli�bility hinges on the journey your s�mple
undert�kes
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Shivani writes about the impact of business, technology, and public policy on society.

Last year, Anuj’s parents, both in their 60s, experienced a
harrowing two days. The 37-year-old from Mumbai watched
them struggle with “immense stress, unable to eat properly”,
convinced they had diabetes.
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For Anuj, who preferred to go by his first n�me, routine full-body
checkups �re � f�mily tr�dition. So, when he discovered
Thyroc�re, � di�gnostics ch�in owned by he�lthtech Ph�rme�sy,
offering home-collection tests for Rs 1,200 (US$14) per person—
�t “� 60% discount”—he thought he’d found � gre�t de�l.

Soon, the de�l turned sour.

“Ph�rme�sy g�ve � f�ke HbA1c report,” Anuj told The Ken. The
HbA1c test, cruci�l for di�gnosing �nd monitoring di�betes,
indic�ted his p�rents were pre-di�betic.

Countless worries l�ter, Anuj got his p�rents tested �t Suburb�n,
� di�gnostic centre in the neighbourhood. The results �nd �
doctor’s review concluded th�t his p�rents were perfectly
“norm�l”.

“The whole [di�gnostics] industry is � mess. They’re tre�ting
home collection like � food-delivery service,” Anuj fumed. He
swore off “discounted br�nds” forever, � sentiment likely to
reson�te with m�ny in the d�ys to come.

The Covid-19 p�ndemic—which drove people indoors—sp�rked
� home-collection boom. Accredited 
spr�ng up like mushrooms. In the ye�r ended M�rch 2021 itself,
revenues of m�jor di�gnostic ch�ins, such �s Dr L�l P�thl�bs �nd
M�x L�bs, jumped by 25–30%, �ccording to �  by
consulting firm Pr�xis Glob�l Alli�nce in Febru�ry.

But wh�t w�s then un�void�ble soon bec�me � h�bit. And now,
more �nd more opt for home collections, lured by br�nded
service providers �nd � focus on preventive c�re.

In interviews with The Ken, 19 home-collection users reve�led
why they m�de the switch: convenience, e�se, �nd economic�l
pricing topped the list. They’re getting everything from routine
checkups like complete blood count (CBC), di�betes, �nd thyroid
tests to preventive screenings.

molecul�r-testing l�bs

report
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But now, some doctors, citing in�ccur�cy, “don’t trust” reports
from m�ny e-di�gnostic pl�tforms.

Consider P�rikshit Sh�h, � 30-ye�r-old resident of Mumb�i. He
relies on these services �s he is wheelch�ir-bound �nd lives with
his single mother. “One of the doctors told me Ph�rme�sy
reports sometimes show ‘norm�l’ results even when symptoms
suggest �n illness,” he s�id.

“They prefer [home collections from] Agilus Di�gnostics
(formerly SRL Di�gnostics), Apollo Di�gnostics, Metropolis
He�lthc�re, etc.”

But, then, �re �ll tests cut out for this?

Just �s you’d think twice before ordering � p�neer sizzler for
home delivery due to “qu�lity concerns” but might go for � pizz�,
cert�in l�b tests fit the home-collection bill while others don’t,
cl�rified Vishu Bh�sin, director �t Dr P Bh�sin P�thl�bs, � Delhi-
b�sed di�gnostics l�b. “Since some s�mples c�n be collected �t
home without getting �ffected, they �re widely �ccepted. But
there �re some th�t will [get �ffected].”

Test results �re only �ccur�te if the s�mple is collected properly,
tr�nsported under specific conditions, �nd deposited �t the l�b
promptly, �t le�st 10 former �nd current executives,
phlebotomists, l�b technici�ns, �nd p�thologists told The Ken.
M�ny �dmitted th�t these ide�l conditions �re often not met.

Bh�sin, with over � dec�de in the di�gnostics industry, noted th�t
the tr�vel time from s�mple collection to � testing l�b for m�ny
comp�nies, including st�rtups like He�lthi�ns, c�n be up to six
hours.

So, The Ken reviewed 17 reports from home-collection-services
users. The time from s�mple collection to l�b receipt r�nged
from 3.5 to 9 hours. Only Or�nge He�lth L�bs m�n�ged to
receive � s�mple within 20 minutes. M�x L�bs �nd even the
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listed comp�nies like Dr L�l P�thl�bs �nd Metropolis did not
specify the time the s�mples re�ched their l�bs.

Most of them, except T�t� 1mg �nd He�lthi�ns, did not respond
to The Ken’s queries.

The unregul�ted �nd unorg�nised di�gnostics industry bec�me
ripe for � tr�nsform�tion during �nd �fter the p�ndemic. But in
the ch�se for e�se (with everyone scr�mbling to offer home-
collection services), the business is becoming � victim of
intermedi�tion �nd is losing its grip on �ccur�cy.

Powered by convenience

Vineet K�ul, � New Delhi-b�sed fintech profession�l, books M�x
L�b’s services � couple of times � ye�r, for v�rious tests—
complete he�lth checkups to specific �ssessments like thyroid,
CBC, �nd lipid profiles.

Then, the 48-ye�r-old noticed � concerning p�ttern. On three
occ�sions, the pot�ssium levels in his M�x L�bs reports spiked,
indic�ting . Doubting the �ccur�cy, he sought �
repe�t test for pot�ssium �lone from Dr L�l P�thl�bs, �nd the
results were “norm�l”. K�ul sh�red these reports with �n
independent doctor to confirm.

But K�ul’s f�mily w�s gripped by �nxiety throughout the orde�l,
costing them both pe�ce of mind �nd extr� money. “Everyone
w�s worried th�t something w�s wrong with me. You c�n’t put �
cost to this �nd c�n’t let go of � wrong test,” he reflected.

hyperk�lemi�
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“Within gener�l he�lth checkups, pot�ssium is the test th�t gets
most imp�cted due to tr�nsport�tion conditions,” w�rned
Bh�sin. “Hemolysis, the destruction of red blood cells, c�n
incre�se pot�ssium levels. If the v�lues �re off the ch�rts or
missing from the report, it’s � cle�r sign the s�mple w�s
compromised.”

Pot�ssium test, vit�l for kidney-function �ssessment, is indeed
time-sensitive, �ttests Sh�nt�kum�r Murud�, � doctor, le�d
�ssessor �t the N�tion�l Accredit�tion Bo�rd for Testing �nd
C�libr�tion L�bor�tories (NABL), �nd founder of Beng�luru-
b�sed QXL Di�gnostics.

  

If there’s leaka�e, dela� in transportation, or poor
temperature maintenance, the potassium value
would be erroneousl� hi�h. Man� other tests are

similarl� affected.
SHANTAKUMAR MURUDA, LEAD ASSESSOR, NABL
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K�ul’s M�x L�bs reports omitted cruci�l inform�tion �bout
s�mple �rriv�l times, providing det�ils �bout when it w�s
collected �nd when the report w�s rele�sed. S�me with L�l
P�thl�bs. Even with � comprehensive p�ck�ge like the Wellwise
Essenti�l body checkup from M�x L�bs, reports only displ�yed
collection d�tes �nd times.

Full rundown  //  E�ch �ccredited l�b report must include specific
det�ils such �s the d�te �nd time of s�mple collection, reception,
�nd reporting, per NABL guidelines

Pot�ssium isn’t just � footnote in blood work. Murud� s�ys it
pl�ys � critic�l role in kidney function tests (KFT), �s kidneys �re
often one of the first org�ns �ffected in di�betics. This p�r�meter
is st�nd�rd in blood work for p�tients with kidney dise�se,
hypertension, �nd he�rt issues.

M�x L�bs includes pot�ssium v�lues in p�ck�ges priced �bove Rs
2,000 (US$24) within their “kidney det�iled profiles”. However,
the KFT test on Ph�rme�sy �lso doesn’t include pot�ssium. Even
on He�lthi�ns’ website, which bo�sts eight comprehensive
p�ck�ges with 111 p�r�meters, there is no mention of pot�ssium.

“During s�mple tr�nsit, v�ri�tions were noticed prominently in
reports. Th�t’s why [He�lthi�ns] removed this p�r�meter from
the p�ck�ges,” reve�led � former He�lthi�ns l�b executive.
“E�rlier, � pot�ssium test used to be m�rked �s urgent �nd the
s�mple w�s prioritised.”

But the problem extends to other tests, too. V�rious pl�tforms
collect s�mples for tests such �s  �nd —ide�l for
processing within �n hour or two.

Three p�thologists voiced concerns �bout the �ccur�cy of results
for these tests given the prolonged tr�nsit time. M�int�ining
blood-s�mple temper�ture of 2–8 degree Celsius, with �n upper
limit of 20 degree Celsius, is critic�l, �sserts Bh�sin.

PT INR �PTT
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Any del�y in tr�nsport�tion or  c�n compromise
test p�r�meters like electrolytes, glucose, �nd CBC, w�rns
Murud�. “These del�ys c�n le�d to hemolysis, ch�nge

, �nd , imp�cting
the �ccur�cy of test results,” he c�utioned.

It’s �ll �n equ�tion with three v�ri�bles: pre-�n�lytic (before the
s�mple re�ches the l�b), �n�lytic (during l�b processing), �nd
post-�n�lytic (�fter the test is conducted).

E�ch pl�ys � key role in �ccur�cy; but with home collection, the
spotlight is on the pre-�n�lytic st�ge. Here, phlebotomists �nd
runners pl�y � cruci�l role, ensuring everything’s in order. They
hold the keys to � s�mple’s f�te �nd �ccur�cy.

Passing the parcel

At the bre�k of d�wn, phlebotomists �cross Indi� hit the ground
running, uniformed �nd equipped, their squ�re b�gs slung over
their shoulders. Some we�r m�sks, some in � rush. Assigned
specific �re�s, they emb�rk on extensive journeys, covering 15
km or more to collect s�mples.

T�t� 1mg employs over 800 phlebotomists, while He�lthi�ns h�s
� fleet of �round 1,800, �ccording to Pr�sh�nt N�g, vice president
(di�gnostics) �t T�t� 1mg, �nd Deep�k S�hni, founder �nd CEO
of He�lthi�ns.

While S�hni cl�imed th�t He�lthi�ns’ phlebotomists collect eight
to nine s�mples d�ily, The Ken h�s le�rnt th�t the figure c�n go up
to 22 for some of these pl�tforms, �llowing for typic�lly 15
minutes or less per p�tient.

To go deeper into the process, The Ken booked serum
electrolytes tests—� blood test �ssessing levels of key
electrolytes: sodium, pot�ssium, �nd chloride—from six l�bs
�cross three metro cities. Some phlebotomists were ill-prep�red,
relying on sc�nt ice p�cks or opting for ice boxes inste�d. Their
n�mes h�ve been withheld to s�fegu�rd their identities.

centrifug�tion

cellul�r met�bolism degr�de cert�in �n�lytes
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Ide�lly, s�mples should be nestled between sever�l ice p�cks,
�ccording to multiple l�b technici�ns.

This is cruci�l, especi�lly for comp�nies oper�ting on � hub-�nd-
spoke model. For inst�nce, Dr L�l P�thl�bs �nd Metropolis’
phlebotomists t�ke the s�mples to their ne�rby centres, which
then send them to � region�l or centr�l hub.

Those who work for T�t� 1mg, He�lthi�ns, Ph�rme�sy, �nd
Redcliffe meet the runners periodic�lly in design�ted �re�s to
h�nd over s�mples. These runners tr�nsport the s�mples in
chiller boxes to l�bs, which m�y be situ�ted f�r �w�y.

T�ke He�lthi�ns, for inst�nce. Most of the tests collected in Delhi
NCR �re processed �t its Gurugr�m l�b, �ccording to six people,
including three former phlebotomists �nd l�b technici�ns �t the
comp�ny. The dist�nce between New Delhi �nd the l�b is �round
33 km, while pl�ces like Gh�zi�b�d �nd Gre�ter Noid� �re f�rther
�w�y. All typic�lly congested with tr�ffic.

S�hni, however, cl�imed there is �nother l�b in e�st Delhi. Even
in Beng�luru, he s�id, there �re two l�bs in the southe�stern �nd
western �re�s. Although, “the one �t Kengeri isn’t oper�tion�l
right now,” s�id � comp�ny executive.

Wh�t if blood s�mples don’t survive the journey? It’s � nightm�re
scen�rio for phlebotomists, who h�ve to be�r the fin�nci�l
burden.

A Ph�rme�sy phlebotomist, e�rning Rs 160 (US$2) per
collection, receives no extr� p�y to collect s�mples � second time.
[Some of the pl�tforms offer fixed s�l�ries of Rs 18,000–20,000
(US$216–240).]

Two phlebotomists, with ye�rs in the field, highlighted the
struggle of m�int�ining s�mple integrity. While they �re provided
with ice p�cks, the onus f�lls on them to keep them cool.
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Over 90% of the phlebotomists in metro cities are
mi�rants. How can a phlebotomist who pa�s Rs

5,000 (US$60) in rent afford a frid�e?
—PHLEBOTOMIST, WHO HAS WORKED FOR TATA 1MG, HEALTHIANS, THYROCARE, AND LAL PATHLABS

Some l�bs like Dr L�l P�thl�bs give ice-p�ck repl�cements to the
phlebotomists, but others, like Redcliffe, 1mg, Ph�rme�sy, �nd
He�lthi�ns, don’t provide such f�cilities.

Besides, from s�mple collection to h�ndover to � runner, before
fin�lly re�ching the l�b, it’s � lengthy process.

As one phlebotomist put it, “Let’s s�y, I collected your s�mple �t
6 �.m. I will keep collecting till 7:30 �.m. I’ll meet the runner �t
�round 8, who will spend �nother hour or so collecting the
s�mples from other phlebotomists. Your s�mple will keep
tr�velling for �t le�st three hours.”
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All the s�mples except one The Ken g�ve for the serum
electrolytes test took more th�n three hours to re�ch the l�bs.
The tests were done from 1 mg, Ph�rme�sy, Or�nge He�lth, L�l
P�thl�bs, �nd Metropolis. Only Or�nge He�lth’s s�mple re�ched
in ~2 hours.

Where the error creeps in

On X (formerly Twitter), m�ny h�ve voiced concerns �bout
in�ccur�te �nd incomplete reports from v�rious l�bs, �dding to
the growing chorus of scepticism.

All the people in the industry The Ken spoke to s�id th�t most of
the errors occur between the collection �nd the time �t which the
s�mple re�ches � l�b.

T�ke the serum electrolytes test, for ex�mple. It requires � blood
s�mple collected in � serum sep�r�tor tube or yellow tube with
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gel. After collection, the s�mple needs to be h�ndled c�refully to
ensure its qu�lity.

The preferred method is to tr�nsport the s�mple to the l�b
within two hours for the centrifuge process th�t sep�r�tes the
blood components, m�king the s�mple re�dy for testing,
expl�ined Murud�. If th�t doesn’t h�ppen, the s�mple should be
kept refriger�ted �fter centrifug�tion (2–8°C), tr�nsported to the
l�b, �nd tested within four hours.

Neither h�ppened in The Ken’s c�se, yet the pot�ssium v�lues
�cross the reports fell in the “norm�l” r�nge.

“Sometimes, in regul�r p�tients, they give out � st�nd�rd report
in compromised s�mples [for pot�ssium testing] �lso,” expl�ined
Bh�sin. This sentiment w�s echoed by �nother se�soned
phlebotomist, who, b�sed on customer feedb�ck, confirmed its
prev�lence �cross di�gnostic comp�nies.

Then, qu�lific�tion, qu�lity control, �nd �ccount�bility �re �lso �
concern.

For one, most runners l�ck the expertise to underst�nd the
nu�nces of s�mple h�ndling �nd m�inten�nce, � phlebotomist
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noted.

Then, m�ny di�gnostics comp�nies, such �s Redcliffe �nd
He�lthi�ns, outsource some of their tests to third-p�rty l�bs. A
He�lthi�ns executive s�id the comp�ny outsources � sm�ll
fr�ction—1–2%—of its tests to Metropolis.

However, in 2020, �ll tests in Delhi NCR were h�ndled by the
likes of Thyroc�re, Accuprobe Di�gnostics, �nd Dr L�lch�nd�ni
L�bs, �ccording to two former He�lthi�ns phlebotomists �nd l�b
technici�ns.

  

In a private setup, doctors are responsible for ever�
test. In corporate labs, there’s mostl� a di�itised

si�nature. Half of the time, the doctor is not even in
the lab durin� testin�; the technicians authorise

results
A CONSULTANT PATHOLOGIST

P�tients need to put more focus on whether � qu�lified
doctor/p�thologist is sitting �t the l�b where their s�mples �re
tested r�ther th�n focussing on the br�nd n�me, suggested �
consult�nt p�thologist.

Reg�rdless, convenience trumps �ll—even �ccur�cy. Why else �re
home collections skyrocketing?

‘A neighbourhood business’

In essence, home collections �re sh�king up the di�gnostics
industry.

He�lthi�ns h�s seen bookings triple since the pre-p�ndemic er�,
S�hni told The Ken. Now, the comp�ny h�ndles 12,500–13,000
bookings d�ily, with ne�rly three-qu�rters of its business coming
from home collections.
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Me�nwhile, gi�nts like Dr L�l P�thL�bs, Thyroc�re, �nd
Metropolis see less th�n 30% of their business from home
collections. But even Dr L�l P�thL�bs h�s seen � jump, with
home collections m�king up 12% of its business in the ye�r
ended M�rch 2022, up from 5–6% pre-Covid.

Post-Covid riches  //  L�l P�thl�bs clocked over Rs 2,000 crore
(US$240 million) in revenue in the ye�r ended M�rch 2023, up 35%
from the ye�r ended M�rch 2020. Thyroc�re, too, s�w �n over 20%
jump to Rs 527 crore in the s�me period

Sure, there’s the e�se. But the �llure of discounted prices �lso
pl�ys � big role, believes Anuj. People feel like they’re getting �
de�l �t Rs 1,500 (US$18) inste�d of the usu�l Rs 3,000 (US$36),
he �dds.

Bh�sin c�lls this � “neighbourhood business,” but �dds, “just like
� rest�ur�nt, it needs to be fresh,” emph�sising the critic�l
import�nce of s�mple integrity.

  

While Lal has multiple re�ional labs, Healthians or
Pharmeas� onl� has a lab or two in NCR.

VISHU BHASIN, DIRECTOR AT DR P BHASIN PATHLABS

In Indi�, �nyone with � licence c�n oper�te � di�gnostics l�b—
NABL �ccredit�tion isn’t m�nd�tory. And while both T�t� 1mg
�nd He�lthi�ns cited �nnu�l �udits, doctors’ �uthentic�tion of
reports, repe�t collection of compromised s�mples, �nd the
NABL �ccredit�tion, the truth is th�t the �utonomous body
under the Ministry of Commerce �nd Industry is not � regul�tor.

“It [NABL] does not h�ve the �uthority to pen�lise � l�b or
initi�te �ny �ction,” s�id Murud�. “Unfortun�tely, it’s �lso not
m�nd�tory for � l�b to h�ve qu�lified doctors such �s �
p�thologist or � microbiologist. Anyone c�n run it.”
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Covid let the convenience genie out of the bottle, m�king
doorstep collections more popul�r th�n ever. But without the
necess�ry rigour, it’s � g�me of roulette in the n�me of he�lth
checkups from the comfort of home.
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