
Touring the HL7 V2 Message

The OBX

• The observation segment, or OBX, is the workhorse of V2. OBXs convey 

information that do not have predefined locations in the message.

• The observation identifier (OBX-3) and observation value (OBX-5) work as a 

team to carry the question and response of the observation being conveyed.

• The HL7 standard allows OBXs to appear in several observation groups; for 

example, they can be used to carry additional detail about the order and 

specimen.

OBX Structure

The structure of the OBX is the key to its flexibility and allows for different kinds of 

results in different formats to be conveyed.

SEQ Name Description

2 Data Type Indicates the format or data type of the response in OBX-5

3
Observation 

Identifier

The question being asked; represented by a unique identifier (like a 
LOINC)

4
Observation 

Sub-ID

Distinguishes between multiple OBX segments with the same value 
in OBX-3

5
Observation 

Value
Answers the question asked in OBX-3

6 Units Contains the units associated with a numeric value in OBX-5

11
Observation 
Result Status

Indicates the status of the observation.  For example:  Final (F), 
Preliminary (P), or Corrected (C)

OBX|3|SN|96608-5^Systolic blood pressure unspecified time mean^LN||^107|

mm[Hg]^millimeter of mercury^UCUM|<120 mm Hg|N|||F||||||||202112041235
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Touring the HL7 V2 Message

Profiling in Public Health

• The base HL7 standard is 'open', it has been intentionally left with the 

optionality to accommodate multiple use cases. Real-world application 

requires that we customize it to our needs and uses.

• Successful data exchange requires that messaging partners agree upon a 

message specification that unambiguously defines what data is supported 

and how it should be formatted.  

• The process of removing optionality or constraining the standard is called 

Profiling.

• The profile within an implementation guide or IG has been fully constrained to 

remove ambiguity or optionality.

Constraint

The overarching rule when 

creating a constrained profile:

Changes may only serve to 

“tighten” or to make 

requirements stricter or more 

specific. 

• Constraint is often applied to the static definition, particular a segment’s 

attribute table.  Some examples include:

• Changing the usage (which specifies expectations for when a field will 

be populated) from Optional (O) to Required (R)

• Changing the cardinality (which specifies the minimum and maximum 

times an element may appear) from [0..1 to [1..1].  This means that an 

element that was previously optional (it could repeat zero to one times) 

is now required (it must appear once and only once).


