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TEST

Potassium test

A potassium test measures potassium in your blood to check fluid, nerve, muscle, and

heart function.

WHAT IT MEASURES

Potassium concentration in the liquid part of blood

SAMPLE

Blood from a vein

FASTING NEEDED?

No

HOW LONG IT TAKES

5 to 10 minutes

RESULTS IN

Usually same day; timing varies by laboratory

USED FOR

Diagnosis and monitoring of potassium imbalance

MAIN LIMITATION

Damaged blood cells can falsely raise the result

Overview

A potassium test measures the amount of potassium in your blood. Potassium is an

electrolyte, meaning a mineral with an electrical charge. Your nerves and muscles need it to

work, including the muscle of your heart.

Your kidneys help keep blood potassium within a narrow range. They remove excess

potassium in urine and retain it when your body needs more.

Potassium is often measured as part of an electrolyte panel, basic metabolic panel, or

comprehensive metabolic panel. These groups of blood tests may also measure sodium,

kidney function, glucose, and other substances.

This article focuses on blood potassium testing. A urine potassium test may sometimes be

used to investigate whether potassium is being lost through the kidneys.

Why the test is ordered
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A potassium test can help investigate or monitor conditions that affect fluid balance, the

kidneys, or the heart. It may be ordered during a routine health assessment or before surgery.

Your clinician may request it to:

Potassium is also commonly checked during hospital treatment because illness, intravenous

fluids, and medicines can change it quickly.

- Investigate suspected high or low potassium

- Check kidney function or monitor kidney disease

- Monitor medicines that can change potassium

- Assess ongoing vomiting, diarrhea, or dehydration

- Investigate muscle weakness or an abnormal heart rhythm

- Monitor treatment for an existing potassium problem

- Help assess certain adrenal gland or blood pressure conditions

Who should have the test

You may need testing if you take a medicine that can raise or lower potassium. Examples

include some water tablets like furosemide or hydrochlorothiazide , blood pressure medicines,

potassium supplements, anti-inflammatory medicines, and certain antibiotics like amoxicillin or

doxycycline .

Testing may also be appropriate if you have kidney disease, heart failure, diabetes, an adrenal

gland condition, or repeated vomiting or diarrhea. The timing and frequency should be based

on your health, medicines, and previous results.

A potassium test is not usually used as a general screening test on its own. It is more often

included in a panel of related tests.

How to prepare

Fasting is not usually needed for a potassium test. You may need to fast if other blood tests are

being done at the same appointment. Follow the instructions provided with your request.

Keep taking prescribed medicines unless the clinician responsible for them has told you

otherwise. Do not stop a medicine or potassium supplement just to change the result.

Avoid strenuous exercise shortly before the test if possible. Hard exercise can temporarily

move potassium out of muscle cells and into the blood.
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Tell the person taking your blood if you have an intravenous line, have recently received a

blood transfusion, or have previously felt faint during blood tests.

What happens during the test

A healthcare professional places a band around your upper arm and cleans an area of skin. A

small needle is inserted into a vein, usually inside the elbow. Blood is collected into a tube and

sent to a laboratory.

Try to keep your hand relaxed. Repeatedly clenching your fist can raise potassium in the

sample and produce a misleading result.

The needle is then removed, and pressure is applied to the area. The blood collection usually

takes less than a few minutes, although the full appointment may take 5 to 10 minutes.

Understanding your results

Your result will usually be reported in millimoles per litre, written as mmol/L. The report should

show the laboratory's reference range.

Ranges and interpretation vary by laboratory, age, sex, pregnancy status, medicines, specimen

type, and clinical context. A result just outside the stated range does not automatically mean

that you have a potassium disorder.

A higher result may occur when the kidneys are not removing enough potassium, potassium

moves out of cells, or medicines reduce potassium loss. However, a falsely high result is also

possible if blood cells were damaged during collection or transport.

A lower result may occur with vomiting, diarrhea, some medicines, or increased potassium loss

through the kidneys. Blood potassium can be low even when the body's total potassium loss is

more substantial than the number suggests.

Potassium results are interpreted alongside your symptoms, kidney function, other

electrolytes, medicines, and sometimes an electrocardiogram, or ECG. An ECG records the

heart's electrical activity.

Markedly abnormal potassium can affect the heart and muscles. Laboratories often notify the

clinical team promptly about results requiring urgent assessment.

What affects the results
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Blood collection and handling have an unusually important effect on potassium results.

Hemolysis is the most common concern. This means red blood cells broke open and released

their potassium into the sample. It can happen because collection was difficult, the needle was

small, the tube was shaken, or transport and processing caused cell damage. The reported

potassium may then be high even though your circulating level is not.

Other influences include:

Medicines can also produce real changes. Potassium may rise with potassium supplements,

potassium-sparing water tablets, ACE inhibitors like lisinopril or ramipril, angiotensin receptor

blockers, trimethoprim, heparin, and some anti-inflammatory medicines. Other water tablets,

laxative overuse, insulin, and some inhaled medicines can lower it.

Do not assume that a medicine caused an abnormal result or stop it yourself. Your clinical team

can assess the timing, dose, kidney function, and other possible explanations.

Age and pregnancy can affect the wider clinical interpretation, even when the laboratory range

changes little. Results may also differ slightly between serum and plasma because these

samples are processed differently.

- Repeated fist clenching or a tight tourniquet

- Blood drawn near an intravenous infusion

- Delayed separation of blood cells from the liquid sample

- Very high platelet or white blood cell counts

- Strenuous exercise shortly before testing

- A recent blood transfusion

- Dehydration or major changes in fluid balance

- Kidney function and changes in blood acidity

- Insulin levels and poorly controlled blood glucose

- Large or sudden changes in potassium intake

Accuracy and limitations

Modern laboratory methods measure potassium accurately when the sample is collected and

processed correctly. There is no single rate for how often the test misses a problem or gives a

false alarm because this changes with the method, threshold, sample quality, and reason for

testing.
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A falsely high result from damaged blood cells is the main limitation. If the result does not fit

your health or previous tests, a fresh sample may be needed. Plasma or rapidly tested whole

blood may sometimes help investigate a suspected false elevation.

A single test is a snapshot. It can miss potassium changes that come and go, and it does not

show the body's total potassium stores.

The test also cannot identify the cause by itself. Kidney tests, magnesium, blood glucose, an

ECG, or urine potassium may be more useful for answering specific follow-up questions. A

normal ECG does not rule out an important potassium abnormality.

Risks and complications

A blood draw may cause brief discomfort, a small bruise, or minor bleeding. Some people feel

light-headed or faint, but serious complications are uncommon.

What happens next

If your result is within the laboratory range and fits the reason for testing, no specific follow-up

may be needed. If you take a medicine that affects potassium or have kidney disease, repeat

testing may still be part of routine monitoring.

A mildly abnormal result may be repeated, especially if the sample was hemolyzed or the

finding was unexpected. Follow-up may include reviewing medicines, checking kidney function

and magnesium, or testing urine.

Your clinical team may contact you promptly if the result is substantially abnormal. Treatment

and urgency depend on the potassium level, how quickly it changed, symptoms, kidney

function, ECG findings, and the suspected cause.

Seek urgent medical help if you have an abnormal potassium result together with fainting,

severe weakness, paralysis, chest pain, trouble breathing, or a fast or irregular heartbeat.

Without these symptoms, follow the timing and instructions given by the team that ordered

the test rather than assuming that every out-of-range result is an emergency.

Common questions

Can I drink coffee before a potassium test?

Usually, but coffee may not be allowed if you are fasting for other tests. Plain water is the
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safest choice when your instructions say to fast.

Does the time of day matter?

Potassium can change slightly during the day, but timing is not usually critical. Using a similar

time may make repeated monitoring easier to compare.

Can I exercise beforehand?

Avoid strenuous exercise immediately before the blood draw when possible. Hard exercise can

temporarily raise blood potassium.

Can I eat bananas or other potassium-rich foods beforehand?

You can usually follow your normal diet. Do not deliberately increase or restrict potassium

unless you have been given specific dietary instructions.

Should I stop my medicines before the test?

No, unless the clinician responsible for your medicines tells you to. Bring or provide an

up-to-date list of prescriptions, supplements, and non-prescription medicines.

Why does my potassium test need repeating?

A repeat test may confirm an unexpected result or replace a sample affected by hemolysis, fist

clenching, delayed processing, or contamination from an intravenous line.
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