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A ‘drop’ of prevention can go a long way:  
Local firm BioIQ promotes in-home testing for chronic diseases
STEVE SINOVIC
NEWS-PRESS BUSINESS WRITER

Do you have a niggling worry that you may 
have the early stages of diabetes? Perhaps 
you’re concerned about the vague symptoms of 
heart disease or an enlarged prostate. Maybe 
you think that you don’t have the time to visit 
your doctor to take an in-depth blood test.

These may be some of the reasons why sales 
of self-testing health kits have topped nearly 
$800 million this year in the U.S., according to 
some health information sites on the Internet. 
While there’s some cost involved with do-it-
yourself health, it’s really a convenience factor 
to get consumers to detect dysfunction in time 
to avoid developing chronic conditions like 
diabetes, heart, kidney, liver, colorectal and 
prostate diseases, as well as thyroid disorders 
and osteoporosis.

BioIQ, a privately held Santa Barbara-based 
health information technology company, is 
marketing several in-home screening kits tar-
geting these medical conditions as a health 
and wellness benefit for employers, which 
understandably are concerned by ever-increas-
ing healthcare costs. The company to date has 
signed up “a couple dozen” employers, most of 
which are doing business in California. The kits 
are assembled by outside vendors and assessed 
by labs contracted with BioIQ.

“Working with these larger groups will have 
the biggest impact,” predicted Justin Bellante, 
company co-founder, president and CEO.  
“It’s like fishing with a net instead of a hook 
and line,” he added of the business shift  
from one that initially envisioned the direct-to-
consumer model.

“We have a burgeoning pipeline due to our 
relationships with large managed care com-
panies, disease-management companies, and 
other resellers and preferred partners,” said 
Mr. Bellante, who first came to the South Coast 
to work on his Ph.D. in materials engineering 
at UCSB. He entered the world of healthcare 
when the sudden death of the father of the 
company’s co-founder prompted a new career 
direction. “When he was in the hospital in a 
coma, the surgeons explained that he had undi-
agnosed diabetes, which was a major contribut-
ing factor to the stroke.”

He said the two decided to create a system 
for individuals who were not engaged with 
the health system, and provide them with the 
tools, technology and medical information in a 

way they are used to being 
marketed to, as with any 
consumer product. “We 
have all these (medical) 
solutions, but so many 
people aren’t aware of the 
risks,” said Mr. Bellante. 
“As we say in engineering: 
you can’t improve what 
you can’t measure.”

The test involves a 
simple finger prick for 
a drop of blood. The 
sample is put in the mail, 
which goes to a lab, and  
consumers get their results 
online anonymously by 
virtue of a barcode iden-
tifier. The program also 
includes an anonymous consultation with  
a certified health educator to talk about the 
results further, and if a medical appointment  
is warranted.

BioIQ “bootstrapped” its way into business 
with a small angel round under $1 million. 
“There were lots of shrugs and sighs and com-
ments like, ‘This doesn’t make sense,’ “ said Mr. 
Bellante with a laugh, talking about the R&D 
phase before the kits were launched. More 
recently, BioIQ closed on $2.5 million in fund-
ing from Great Pacific Capital, the venture firm 
run by Dave Gross, founder of Fastclick.

Although Mr. Bellante declined to disclose 
revenue projections, he stated that BioIQ “has 
experienced rapid acceptance of our solutions 
within the employer market and (with man-
aged care) health plans.” One client is Alere, a 
disease management company.

While the 13-person company sees the 
most bang for its buck targeting employers, 
it doesn’t discourage self-employed individu-
als or concerned consumers from trying the 
tests. Consumers can purchase test kits online 
at www.bioiq.com for $25 to $45 depending 
upon the test type, and significant discounts are  
available to employers and institutional  
customers for their wellness programs. The 
company is working with a medical advisory 
board to help guide growth, a group that 
includes former U.S. Surgeon General Dr. 
Antonia Novello. “They do get a small piece 
of equity,” said Mr. Bellante about the board 
members’ compensation. “We want them to be 
invested in our future.”

Summerland-based software company QAD 

is one of the employers using BioIQ’s products 
as a company benefit. “Our biggest asset is our 
workforce,” said Murray Ray, executive VP 
and chief people officer at QAD. “Attracting 
and retaining talent is critical if we are to remain 
successful. BioIQ is one of the healthcare ben-
efits that position us as a caring employer.” He 
said the company splits the cost with employ-
ees, which run between $30 and $40 per test.

He said QAD has extended the benefit to 
more than 600 employees in 35 states.

“The one thing we’re trying to do is get them 
engaged and to empower them to screen them-
selves and learn about certain health condi-
tions,” he said, adding companies like QAD 
might realize lower healthcare costs as employ-
ees hopefully take action on health conditions.

No one is sure how many users later share  
the test results with their doctors, and  
Mr. Bellante is the first one to admit that no test 
can substitute for a doctor’s advice.

“Obviously, one of the issues about any 
self-diagnosis (test) is what happens with the 
results,” said Dr. Howard Zisser, director of 
clinical research at Sansum Diabetes Research. 
“I think they’re a good tool if they include a 
doctor’s perspective. These tests can be kind of 
an access point to a larger continuum of care.”
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