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Differences Between Types of COVID-19 Tests
NORTH IDAHO – COVID-19 testing has come a long way since the beginning of the
pandemic and with that may come some confusion on what test you should get, when to
be tested, and how accurate are the tests. Below is a breakdown of the types of tests
that are available.
Molecular: also know as Diagnostic test, viral test, molecular test, nucleic acid
amplification test (NAAT), RT-PCR test, LAMP test. Diagnoses active coronavirus
infection.
Antigen: Rapid diagnostic test (Some molecular tests are also rapid tests.) Diagnoses
active coronavirus infection. Antigen tests are more likely to miss an active coronavirus
infection compared to molecular tests. Your health care provider may order a molecular
test if your antigen test shows a negative result, but you have symptoms of COVID-19.
Antibody: Serological test, serology, blood test, serology test. This test shows if you’ve
been infected by coronavirus in the past.
In Idaho, public health districts are receiving the BinaxNOW Rapid Antigen Test kits
produced by Abbott Diagnostics. Many pharmacies and private providers now offer
antigen testing. An order from a provider is still needed just like with the PCR tests for
the antigen tests. Antigen tests are intended for use in patients who are currently
symptomatic. It is intended to detect a current COVID-19 infection and is highly effective
at around 98% versus PCR testing which is 100%, when used correctly. BinaxNOW is a
“same day” results test, meaning results will be available to practitioners in about 15
minutes.
Although antigen tests are faster and cheaper than laboratory PCR tests, they are not
as sensitive. Idaho considers positives on antigen tests to be probable, not confirmed,
COVID-19 cases. If an individual is experiencing symptoms and has a negative antigen
test, it is recommended that they follow-up with a PCR test.

“One of the most important details about the antigen test is that an individual needs to
be symptomatic to receive this type of test,” said Karen Yao, epidemiologist at
Panhandle Health District. “The PCR test can detect the virus when people are pre and
post symptomatic, but the antigen test is not that sensitive so the timing of the test is
very important.”
According to the World Health Organization, the likelihood of a false negative with an
antigen test is higher because the individual is more likely to have lower viral loads after
having experienced symptoms for more than five to seven days.
“Testing within the first 4 days of an individual experiencing symptoms will provide the
most accurate test result,” said Yao. “An individual should opt for a PCR test if they
missed that testing window for an antigen test.”
The test itself is very similar to other COVID-19 testing done recently. It is a nasal swab
that is then put into a cardboard sleeve. A few drops of chemical reagent are then
added to the card and the swab is then rotated in the card to mix the reagent and virus
on the swab. The virus on the nasal swab interacts with the chemicals (reagent) on the
card and after about 15 minutes your results should be known. Current PCR COVID-19
testing requires that the swab be taken and then sent out to a lab.
For testing in your area, check get-tested-covid19.org. This site is not a complete
resource and the developers are adding more sites as they learn of them. PHD advises
individuals to contact their primary care provider to inquire about testing. If someone
does not have insurance and does not have a primary care provider, call PHD’s COVID19 hotline to be assessed for a test at 877-415-5225.
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Panhandle Health District provides over 40 different public health programs to families,
individuals and organizations in northern Idaho. From food and drinking water safety to health
education and disease control, public health services are critical to ensure our community is a
safe and healthy place to live, work and play.
The PHD team is made up of nurses, nutritionists, environmental health specialists, health
educators and many other dedicated professionals with a common goal to deliver vital public
health services.
Panhandle Health District is one of seven health districts in the state of Idaho.
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