
Prepared by The Blood Project — thebloodproject.com | 1 
 

 
 

UNDERSTANDING YOUR COMPLETE BLOOD 
COUNT (CBC) 

A brief guide to how doctors read and interpret blood counts 
 

A complete blood count (CBC) is one of the most common blood tests in medicine and is used as a 
screening tool, not a diagnosis by itself. Many people see “abnormal” flags on a CBC even when they 
feel well, and most changes are mild, temporary, and not dangerous. Not all CBC numbers are equally 
important: doctors focus on a small number of key results first and use others mainly to add context. 
Reference ranges vary slightly by laboratory and by individual factors, and some normal variations, 
including genetic differences in white or red blood cell patterns, can affect CBC values without 
indicating disease. 

 
The three numbers to focus on first 
When reviewing a CBC, doctors usually start with three core questions: 
White blood cell count 
This helps assess for infection, inflammation, stress, or bone marrow response. Mild changes are 
common and often reactive. 
Hemoglobin or hematocrit 
These reflect the blood’s ability to carry oxygen and are used to evaluate anemia or, less commonly, 
too many red blood cells. Most clinicians use hemoglobin to assess anemia and hematocrit when 
considering elevated red cell levels, though either may be used when values are normal. 
Platelet count 
This helps assess bleeding or clotting risk. Mild abnormalities are common and often temporary, while 
very low, very high, or persistent changes deserve closer attention. 
If these three values are normal, many of the other numbers on the CBC are less clinically important. 

 

Red blood cells: what matters and what doesn’t 
Although the CBC lists a red blood cell count, doctors usually rely on hemoglobin and hematocrit, not 
the red cell count itself, to diagnose anemia or elevated red cell levels. When hemoglobin or hematocrit 
is abnormal, doctors then turn to the red cell indices to help explain why. The mean corpuscular 
volume (MCV) is usually the first branch point and describes whether red blood cells are smaller, 
normal-sized, or larger than usual, helping narrow possible causes of anemia. The mean corpuscular 
hemoglobin concentration (MCHC) adds information mainly when red blood cells are small and is 
used less often outside that context. The mean corpuscular hemoglobin (MCH) usually tracks closely 
with MCV and often adds little independent information, and many clinicians consider it expendable 
when interpreting anemia. The red cell distribution width (RDW) reflects variation in red blood cell 
size and can add context when anemia is developing, resolving, or mixed, but it is rarely meaningful on 
its own. Red cell indices are tools, not headlines: they help explain abnormalities but are not used for 
screening by themselves. 

 

White blood cells and percentages 
White blood cells include several subtypes that serve different immune functions. On the CBC report, 
these may be shown as percentages. Percentages can be misleading. A percentage may appear “high” 
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simply because another white blood cell type is lower. For this reason, doctors usually rely more on 
absolute counts and on overall patterns rather than on percentages alone. 

 

Platelets: common patterns 
Platelet counts often fluctuate in response to infection, inflammation, iron deficiency, recent illness, or 
recovery from stress or surgery. Mild elevations or reductions are common and frequently resolve on 
their own. Doctors become more attentive when platelet counts are very low, very high, persist over 
time, or are accompanied by symptoms such as bleeding, clotting, or unexplained fatigue. 

 

What is not part of the CBC 
Some commonly discussed blood tests are related to, but not technically part of, the CBC: 

• The white blood cell differential provides a breakdown of white blood cell subtypes and is 
often ordered alongside the CBC. 

• The reticulocyte count measures young red blood cells and helps assess bone marrow 
response in anemia. 

• The peripheral blood smear allows a specialist to look directly at blood cells under a 
microscope when more detail is needed. 

These tests are usually added only when the CBC raises specific questions. 

 

Why repeat testing is common 
A single CBC is a snapshot. Doctors often learn more by watching how values change over time. 
Repeat testing is commonly used to confirm that a mild abnormality is settling, stable, or part of a 
temporary response. Rechecking blood counts is usually a sign of careful monitoring, not alarm. 

 

How this page fits with the rest of your results 
This page is meant to help you understand how doctors think about CBC results in general. 
If a specific value is persistently abnormal, your doctor may point you to more focused information on 
topics such as anemia, eosinophilia, thrombocytosis, or other specific findings. Each of those topics 
builds on the same principles outlined here. 

 
Key points to remember 

• a CBC is a screening tool, not a diagnosis 

• doctors focus first on white blood cells, hemoglobin or hematocrit, and platelets 

• many listed values provide context but are not interpreted on their own 

• red cell indices explain abnormalities but do not replace hemoglobin or hematocrit 

• trends over time matter more than a single result 


