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• Rapid antigen tests are intended primarily to detect high levels  
of the virus, rather than its absence. Antigen tests detect proteins 
on the surface of the virus.

• Some epidemiologists rely too much on PCR tests for screening  
as coronavirus spreads through communities.

• Used to screen people where time and resources are in short 
supply. Eases up testing and improves access and availability 
especially in areas where establishing an RT-PCR Facility becomes  
a challenge. Mass test in targeted regions where the R number  
is extremely high and virus spread threatens to get out of control.

• Detects the most infectious people; the people who are spreading 
virus. Find patients who are most likely to transmit disease. 
Important tool for limiting the spread of the coronavirus. Those  
who took the test and did not have the virus can be allowed 
freedom of movement.

• Sensitivity. Detect virus in series of dilutions, rough proxy for their 
sensitivity. Whether one has a high viral or low viral load does not 
matter, one can still be asymptomatic.

• Tests are accessible in many urgent care centers. Great resource  
for point-of-care testing for events at concert halls and stadiums.

• Scale up testing. Forgo sophisticated equipment and can return 
results in minutes. Purchased in bulk and shipped to clinics,  
nursing homes, schools, athletic facilities with hope that  
testing can hasten a return to normalcy.

• Mass testing could halve the R-rate, which is the number  
of people each COVID-19 patient goes on to infect.

• Polymerase chain reaction (PCR) tests are accurate in diagnosing 
patients, but results take hours to return.

• Antigen positive cases same as confirmed cases by following  
up with interviews and contact tracing.

• Positive cases from rapid tests and from PCR offer a more 
complete view of identified infection.

• PCR is available to verify positive results. 

• How rapid tests fit into the larger diagnostic landscape. Frequent, 
repeated testing in the biggest clusters is how the antigen tests 
are intended. Mass testing is only suitable in areas with a high 
prevalence of coronavirus. 

• Antigen tests return results in an hour or less but sometimes 
produce false negatives. That means a person who has COVID-19 
may test negative. If screened frequently enough with a rapid test, 
twice a week, levels of virus in their bodies could rise.

• When population screening reveals a positive test, individuals  
could be asymptomatic.

• Many point-of-care centers doing antigen testing, such as nursing 
homes and schools, do not realize they need to report lab data, 
or they may rely on less efficient methods such as phone calls 
and faxes. Not tracking transmission makes it impossible to draw 
conclusions about how, and from whom, the virus has spread.

• Should share test data in an electronic format. Otherwise,  
data reporting can become time intensive without enough  
technical support.

• PCR test is too sensitive, picking up fragments lingering in  
body after people have recovered and are no longer infectious.

• PCR tests are costlier and take longer to process in labs. 
• Slow and expensive, sometimes taking days to return results. 
• Cycle threshold or C.T. increases as the amount of virus in the 

body decreases. 
• False positives can appear in PCR-based tests. These tests can 

also pick up on harmless genetic fragments of the coronavirus 
that linger in the body for weeks after people have recovered.

• There is no universal cutoff for infectiousness. 
• The gold standard PCR test detects the presence of viral RNA 

and requires complex laboratory processing techniques to 
amplify its genetic material. It can take up to 48 hours to  
process a result.
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Understanding the difference between Antigen 
(lateral flow assays) and PCR (polymerase  
chain reaction) Tests

For more information on Innova Medical Group’s  
COVID-19 ecosystem or to order COVID-19 Rapid  
Diagnostic Tests contact:

Innova Medical Group at +1 (626) 239 0025


