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By the end of this year, the average referral expense per reportable result of sending a test 
to an outside reference laboratory is expected to fall to $32.84, down 11 percent from 2007’s 
figure of $36.98, according to analysis of hospital labs by the laboratory consulting firm Chi 
Solutions Inc. (Ann Arbor, Mich.). The median is expected to drop 12 percent from $33.30 in 
2007 to $29.26 in 2008 (see Figure 1). Hospital labs currently dominate the $50 billion clinical 
lab market with 54 percent market share.

Both demand and the falling cost of various 
diagnostic technologies are driving these pricing 
trends, which are cyclical in nature, explained Earl 
Buck, vice president of Chi Solutions. According to 
referral utilization statistics, the percent of overall 
referral testing to total testing dropped from 2.3 
percent in 2007 to 1.8 percent in 2008. Both in-
dependent and other hospital outreach labs need 
to compare their own costs based on expenses to 
these figures to ensure that they are competitive 
with these benchmarks.

While it might be refreshing to see that expenses are 
currently on a 
downward cy-

cle, Buck explained that this does not mean that labs should 
stop scrutinizing their reference testing costs. “Don’t let the 
cycle control what your reference costs are,” he advised. 
“It’s important that labs periodically do RFPs [requests for 
proposals] with multiple laboratories because often the 
market will react faster than the rate at which technology 
changes are implemented. Don’t think that you don’t have 
to do anything because the prices are coming down, it’s still 
important to do a solid negotiating job in contracting.”

Breaking Down Expenses

The expenses used to calculate expense per referral fig-
ures are detailed in Figure 2. Labor comprises a majority 
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of expenses at 48 percent, followed by supplies at 20.9 percent, and benefits at 11 per-
cent. Reference testing comprises 8.9 percent of expenses. According to Chi Solutions’s 
analysis—which is based on data submitted by over 100 hospital labs nationwide on a 
quarterly basis—the current median total expense per total reportable result is $4.87.

For hospital labs, it’s important to compare among different laboratory types. For exam-
ple, Figure 3 shows that multi-core facilities tend to have the highest average and me-

dian reference expenses per 
performed and transferred 
reportable result at $34.76 
and $29.60 respectively, but 
they also have the highest 
test complexity. “The cost is 
going to be somewhat pro-
portional to test complexity,” 
said Buck, adding that for 
example, a cytogenetic test 
is going to cost more than a 
biochemical or serologic test 
in terms of sending it out to 
a reference lab. o
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