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What do diagnostic tests for COVID-19 detect?

• Viral RNA  detection by 

NAAT/RT-PCR 

• COVID-19 viral antigen

• Antibodies against COVID-19 

Antigen 

• Immunoglobulin M (IgM)

• Immunoglobulin G (IgG)

• Immunoglobulin A (IgA)

IgMIgA IgG

Coronavirus

Antibodies

Monto, Cowling and Pereis. Coronaviruses. R.A. kaslow et al. (eds.), Viral 

infections in humans. 

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2F978-1-4899-7448-

8_10.pdf
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Molecular vs serology and their significance in terms of COVID-19
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Purpose of testing
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• Detect acute infection  molecular test (maybe in the future antigen 

test*)

• Contact tracing  Molecular test (maybe in the future antigen test*)

• Serosurveillance antibodies

• Immunity?  neutralizing antibodies? Insufficient understanding of 

strength and duration of protection, using inadequate testing can do 

more harm than good

Patient populations: mild vs severe disease, young versus old, healthy vs sick, ….

*Antigen test for other diseases (influenza and RSV) pooled sensitivity between 34-80%) this would be insufficient 

for clinical use. 
Bruning AHL, Leeflang MMG, Vos JMBW, Spijker R, de Jong MD, Wolthers KC, et al. Rapid Tests for Influenza, Respiratory Syncytial Virus, and Other Respiratory Viruses: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. Clin Infect Dis [Internet]. 2017 Sep 15 [cited 2020 Apr 1];65(6):1026–32. Available from: 
http://academic.oup.com/c id/article/65/6/1026/3829590/Rapid-Tests-for-Influenza-Respirato ry-Syncytial
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Monto, Cowling and Pereis. Coronaviruses. R.A. kaslow et al. (eds.), 

Viral infections in humans. 

https://link.spr inger.com /c onte nt/pdf/10 .1007%2F978-1-4899-7448-

8_10.pdf





Recommended testing method for identifying active infection is 
molecular testing, 

tailored molecular diagnostic solutions
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Purpose of testing
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• Serosurveillance antibodies

• Immunity?  neutralizing antibodies? Insufficient understanding 

of strength and duration of protection, using inadequate testing 

can do more harm than good
Patient populations: mild vs severe disease, young versus old, healthy vs sick, ….

IgMIgA IgG



Immunity 
passports?



Serological tests

• Hundreds of immunoassays marketed for COVID-19 (ELISAs and mostly

RDTs)

• First validation data available, often with limited sample set, not all with

well characterized samples, different patient groups 

• Patient group characteristics have influence on accuracy of a test:

-Sample timing after onset of symptoms

-Severity of disease

-Age of the tested patients (e.g. children, elderly)

-Suspected/proven infection with PCR 
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Liu Ying et al, Diagnostic Indexes of a Rapid IgG/IgM Combined Antibody Test for SARS-CoV-2. medRxiv preprint doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.03.26.20044883



Liu Ying et al, Diagnostic Indexes of a Rapid IgG/IgM Combined Antibody Test for SARS-CoV-2. medRxiv preprint doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.03.26.20044883
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