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PFAS – How to Read a PFAS Lab Report 
 

  Sample Results  
Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are a group of man-made chemicals applied to many consumer 
goods to make them waterproof, stain resistant, or nonstick. Because of this widespread use, PFAS are 
found in the environment and have the potential to be in drinking water. When drinking water samples are 
tested for PFAS, the results are reported in a table format similar to the below example for multiple PFAS.   

 
Analyte Method Result Value Qual DF RL Units 
Perfluoroctanoic 
Acid (PFOA) 

537.1 <4.31 0.0987 U- 1 4.31 ng/L 

 
Analyte – Name of the chemical. 

 
Method – Identifies the specific method that the laboratory used to analyze the sample. 

 
Result – How much of the chemical was present in the sample. If the result has a less than symbol (<) before 
the number, it means that the chemical was not detected at or above the reporting limit. The reporting limit 
is the amount of the chemical the lab is able to accurately detect.  

 
Value – If the result is less than the reporting limit, but a very small amount of the chemical is in the sample, 
this is the estimated or calculated amount of the chemical present in the sample. If the result is above the 
reporting limit, the exact amount is reported. 

 
DF or Dilution Factor – Any dilution of the sample the lab needed in order to run the analysis will be reported 
here. If it indicates that the dilution factor was 1, the sample was not diluted. 

 
Qual or Qualifier – If there was an issue with the sample analysis that caused it to not meet the required 
quality standards, a data qualifier is applied to the sample result to note any problems or irregularities that 
occurred during testing. Qualifiers commonly used are U+, U-, J, and B. Each of these is explained below. 

• U+ – The reported value of the chemical is between the laboratory method detection limit and the 
laboratory reporting limit. This means the tests the lab used were sensitive enough to find some PFAS 
in the sample, but the amount was too small to precisely determine so the value is estimated. 

• U- – The reported value is less than the laboratory method detection limit. This means the tests the 
lab used were sensitive enough to find some PFAS in the sample, but the actual amount was smaller 
than the method has been demonstrated to accurately report, but the laboratory performing the 
analysis has estimated the amount. 

• J – The reported result is estimated. Used when the result is lower than the reporting limit but 
higher than the method detection limit. 
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• B – The chemical was found in both the sample and the blank. During sampling, a second bottle 
called a “blank” must be filled with PFAS-free water sent from the lab in the sample collection kit. 
When the   blank also contains PFAS, there is uncertainty about the source of the chemical. The 
contamination might have occurred during collection, transport, or analysis, and may not actually 
be from the  drinking water. 

 
RL or Reporting Limit – Sometimes called the Method Reporting Limit or MRL. The reporting limit is the 
lowest amount of the chemical that the laboratory can accurately measure and report. 

 
Units – The standard unit of measurement associated with the Result and Reporting Limit. Typically, PFAS 
results are reported in nanograms per liter of water (ng/L), or the equivalent parts per trillion (ppt). 

  Interpretation  
In the example table above, the information can be interpreted as: The sample result is less than the 
reportable amount of PFOA for the method, with an estimated value of 0.0987 nanograms per liter of PFOA 
in the water sample (ng/L). A value less than the method’s reporting limit contains too much uncertainty to 
report a concentration. That uncertainty increases as the value gets closer to zero and becomes harder for 
the lab to provide an accurate value or even to correctly identify the chemical. Therefore, the result is 
reported as less than what can be accurately measured.  
 
There is a U- qualifier, which meant that the reported value is less than the laboratory method detection 
limit (which is lower than the reporting limit). The sample was not diluted for analysis. There are no other 
data qualifiers, which means that there did not seem to be any errors during sampling, transport, or analysis. 

 
The results for different PFAS can be compared to established action levels in the Ohio PFAS Action           Plan for 
Drinking Water to understand if consuming the water presents a health concern. Please see the fact sheet 
PFAS in Drinking Water for a table of the action levels. Results information can also be used to help inform 
decisions on whether to install treatment equipment to reduce or remove the PFAS in the water. Please see 
the fact sheets  PFAS – Whole House Water Treatment and PFAS - Point of Use Water Treatment for 
additional information about water treatment which can be found on the Ohio PFAS webpage. 

 
 

For more information on PFAS, including the health effects of PFAS, PFAS in drinking water, water testing and 
treatment, and other PFAS activities in Ohio, visit the Ohio PFAS webpage.  

 
  For more information on treatment systems, please see the information on the ODH Private Water Systems 
  webpage or the US EPA Reducing PFAS in Drinking Water with Treatment Technologies. 
 

 If you have any questions, contact the ODH Residential Water and Sewage Program at BEH@odh.ohio.gov or at 
(614) 644-7558. 
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