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Are rapid COVID-19 tests accurate?

We’ve all felt uncertain at times during the COVID-19 pandemic. Do I have the coronavirus?
Should I get tested? Do I need to quarantine? 

Rapid coronavirus tests may offer comfort – and convenience – to some, but are the results
accurate? We asked Micah Bhatti, M.D., Ph.D., if these tests are dependable and five other
common questions related to rapid coronavirus tests.

How do rapid COVID-19 tests work?

There are two types of rapid COVID-19 tests that detect the coronavirus. One type is a sped-
up, smaller version of the PCR tests. It’s also molecular-based, so it’s looking for genetic
material from the virus in the mucus and infected cells in the sample from the patient. The
sample is collected by inserting a cotton swab up the nose or running it along the inside of
the cheek. The collected material is then added to a tube of fluid, and that’s what we’re testing
in the lab.

The other style of rapid test looks for antigens of the virus, which are proteins on the surface
of the virus. The mucus and cells are collected in the same way as a PCR test, but these tests
may not require a lab to determine the results. These tests often come as flat, plastic card that
contain a test strip. The test strip reacts with coronavirus antigens present in the patient’s
mucus sample, and the strip typically changes color to indicate that the patient is positive.

How long does it take for the results of a rapid COVID-19 test?

These tests produce the results in under 30 minutes. 

Are rapid COVID-19 tests reliable?

To a certain degree, you’re sacrificing accuracy with speed. By their very nature, the antigen
style tests aren’t as sensitive because they require a larger amount virus present to be positive.
They can be helpful in rapidly screening symptomatic individuals early in the infection. They
can also help to rapidly screen a large group of individuals during an outbreak in a resource-
limited setting. Someone with a positive test by this style of test should be treated as infected
with COVID-19, but a negative test is less reliable and may need to be confirmed by a more
sensitive molecular assay. 

The rapid, molecular-style tests can be reliable if a quality specimen is used and if the testing
is conducted by properly trained individuals who are performing the test as intended by the
manufacturer. This is the exact standard that we provide in the clinical laboratories at
MD Anderson. With a sophisticated setup like ours, we’re able to detect the genetic material
of the coronavirus, even when there’s only a small amount in the mucus sample. Although
rapid molecular-based tests are more accurate than the antigen tests, they may be less
sensitive than standard PCR assays because of how the testing is performed.

Are at-home rapid COVID-19 tests dependable?

It would be great for someone who is immunocompromised, like our cancer patients and
survivors, to get tested from the safety of their homes. But an at-home rapid test is going to
have too many variables for me to feel confident in the result.

First, a good test needs a good sample. Although it’s not painful, swabbing your nasal passage
can be an uncomfortable experience. I can’t image that I would be able to do it to myself and
come out with a quality sample on my own.

Another thing to consider is the test’s manufacturer. Have they been thoroughly vetted by the
FDA and published studies to ensure the test they’re producing is sensitive and reliable? If
the test has a high rate of false negatives or false positives, it’s not reliable.

Lastly, if the specimen requires being mailed there’s an added risk. Weather should be
considered, as well as if the sample is going to be handled by other people or even flown on a
plane.

Recently, an at-home rapid, molecular-style test hit the market, and it eliminates the need to
mail out your specimen. Although it’s convenient, conducting a test on yourself can be a
stressful process, and you may unknowingly make a mistake. It also still requires you to
collect your own specimen. I think more time is needed to see how failsafe these tests can be
when performed outside the highly controlled environment of a clinical laboratory.
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Why doesn’t MD Anderson use rapid COVID-19 tests?

Many rapid tests don’t offer the accuracy that we need to protect our vulnerable patient
population. Because cancer treatments can weaken the immune system, our patients and
survivors are particularly vulnerable to coronavirus infection.

Also, rapid tests are designed to test one patient at a time. Our large format PCR machines
can process and test 100 specimens in about four hours. This is much more efficient and
necessary given the large number of patients that MD Anderson cares for every day.

Our scientists have developed an in-house molecular, PCR-based test that we know is
accurate and trustworthy because of our internal vetting process. However, advances are
always being made, and it’s possible a rapid molecular test could meet our standards and be
adopted by our lab in the future.

If I’ve taken a rapid COVID-19 test, what do the results mean?

If you’re experiencing symptoms of COVID-19 and a rapid test result indicates you’re
positive, you should take that as an indication you have the coronavirus. You should
quarantine and contact your doctor.

However, if you have COVID-19 symptoms and a rapid test result is negative, you should
still contact your doctor because you may need to receive a PCR test. Don’t be victim of a
false sense of security with a false negative result from a rapid COVID-19 test.

Related stories 
What counts as COVID-19 exposure? 
11 things to know about COVID-19 nasal swab testing 
Do coronavirus saliva tests work?

Request an appointment at MD Anderson online or by calling 1-844-463-8987.
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