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Appropriate Use of COVID-19 Antigen Tests 

 

• Rapid antigen detection tests (RADT) for SARS-CoV-2/Covid are available for home use, point-of-care 

(office) use, and lab use. The technology and performance of these tests are similar in all three 

settings. There are numerous products on the market authorized by the FDA via an EUA.  

• The sensitivity of the antigen tests for detecting any COVID-19 virus (even non-infectious residue 

long after acute infection) is lower than that of PCR/NAAT; however, the results of the antigen test 

correlate well with infectiousness (and perform better than PCR/NAAT). 

• For prior strains, antigen test would usually be positive at the time of symptom onset. The sensitivity 

of the rapid antigen test for the omicron strain is somewhat less than for other strains, and it may 

not be positive at symptom onset. If a symptomatic patient has a negative rapid antigen test early in 

illness, the negative should be confirmed with a PCR or with a repeat antigen test in approximately 

24 hours.   

• Sensitivity of the test is significantly lower for asymptomatic patients. However, an asymptomatic 

patient with negative antigen test is less likely to be infectious. 

• False positive antigen tests are not common, but if a positive antigen test is found unexpectedly (no 

symptoms, no known exposure), repeating an antigen test with a different brand of test (or PCR)  is 

appropriate. If the 2nd test is positive, then it is a true positive; if the 2nd test is negative, the first was 

likely a false positive.  

• Antigen tests, like all clinical diagnostic tests, are validated for specific specimen types. Most of the 

rapid antigen tests are intended for nasal swabs ONLY. A small number of tests on the market are 

also validated for throat swabs. TESTS SHOULD ONLY BE USED FOR SPECIMEN TYPES FOR WHICH 

THEY ARE VALIDATED according to the instructions in the package; other specimen types are prone 

to give false results (false negative OR false positive).   


