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PCR Test for 
COVID-19
Are you currently infected?

WILL THIS TELL ME IF I AM CURRENTLY INFECTED?
Yes, PCR testing is the most common method for 
diagnosing an existing infection by the COVID-19 virus 
(called SARS-CoV-2). PCR is the technology used in this 
laboratory test, although this type of test is known by 
several names:
Rt-PCR   Diagnostic test
Screening test  Genetic test
Molecular test or assay Nasal-pharyngeal swab

CAN THIS TEST DIAGNOSE AN INFECTION WITH THE 
COVID-19 VIRUS?
For the most part, yes. But it imperative to note that a 
clinician is necessary to diagnose a disease state. Further, 
clinical symptoms should definitely be taken into account 
when forming a diagnosis of COVID-19. Infection does 
not necessarily mean disease. In other words, you can 
be infected with the SARS-CoV-2 virus but not have 
COVID-19.

COVID-19 (Corona Virus Disease 2019) is the cluster of 
symptoms that is caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, so 
it is quite possible to be infected without developing the 
respiratory or clinical symptoms associated with COVID. 
In fact, this is very common.

IS THIS DIFFERENT THAN ANTIBODY TESTING?
Yes. Antibody testing is performed on blood to and 
identifies the body’s response to viral infection—either 
in the early, end or post-infection stages. In general, 
antibody testing helps determine whether a person has 
been infected in the past. PCR testing is performed with 
a nasal swab and looks for viral protein in biological 
tissue with the intent of diagnosing an active, or current 
infection.

WHAT IS VIRAL SHEDDING?
Viral shedding occurs when the virus has successfully 
infected a cell in your body, hijacked its cellular 
metabolism to make copies of itself and then is released 
into surrounding tissue. If the shed viral material is strong 
enough to infect another healthy cell, you are contagious. 
But, in some cases, the viral material that is shed is too 
weak to infect another cell. But your body will continue to 
expel the old virus proteins—whether they are strong or 
weak—until the virus and all its progeny are cleared. This 
is called viral shedding and can occur for several days, 
perhaps weeks, after symptoms have subsided.1

CAN THIS TEST TELL ME IF I AM CONTAGIOUS?
Not exactly. Early in 2020, many scientists assumed that 
if PCR results are positive, then that person is contagious. 
But more recent data suggests that many people continue 
to shed the virus yet are not contagious.

Researchers determined this by taking sputum from 
PCR-positive patients (those with a confirmed infection), 
and trying to infect healthy new cells from the shed viral 
proteins. What was shed was not strong enough to infect 
another cell.2 For this reason, when a PCR test is positive, 
the inclusion of clinical symptoms should be considered 
when evaluating contagiousness. See Table 2 below for 
more details. 

WHAT IS THIS LAB TEST ACTUALLY MEASURING?
PCR testing is looking for fragments of genetic material 
(called RNA) that are specific to this virus in biological 
tissue along the respiratory tract. Epithelial cells—cells 
on the surface of our nasal and throat passages—are 
swabbed for collection and then evaluated to find out if 
viral protein from SARS-CoV-2 is present.

PCR stands for Polymerase Chain Reaction, named for the 
technology that uses the enzyme polymerase to induce a 
chain reaction to create copies of a specific RNA molecule. 
In this case, the RNA being copied is RNA found in the 
virus that causes COVID-19.

SARS-CoV2 = the Virus 
COVID-19 = the Disease



DOES THIS TEST CORRELATE WITH THE SEVERITY OF 
THE DISEASE?
No. This PCR test determines only the presence of virus, 
but does not quantify the viral load. Nor does the PCR test 
correlate perfectly with symptoms. Many people infected 
with SARS-CoV-2 have no symptoms, yet will be positive 
in this test. See Tables below.
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PCR Result INTERPRETATION

Negative Person is NOT infected with the SARS-CoV-2 
virus at the time of the test.a

Positive

Person is currently infected 
or

Person was previously infected and is still 
shedding viral proteins.b

a If the person has been infected in the past, then this result suggests they have 
  shed all viral particles from their tissues.
b If test is positive, assessment and timing of symptoms becomes crucial in 
  determining contagiousness.

c Contagiousness should not be based solely on PCR test results. The only way 
to determine conclusively of contagiousness is to culture the virus from a tissue 
specimen in a BioSafety Level 3 laboratory, which is very difficult and not widely 
available, even in hospitals.

TABLE 1: INFECTION STATUS

PCR 
Result Symptoms INTERPRETATION

Negative No
Person is NOT infected with 
SARS-CoV-2 and thus, NOT 

contagious,

Negative Yes

Person is NOT infected with 
SARS-CoV-2. Person is NOT 

contagious for SARS-CoV-2 but 
may be contagious for something 
else, as symptoms may be due to 
a different pathogen or another 

condition

Positive No
Person is infected with SARS-

CoV-2. Person may or may not be 
contagious.c

Positive Yes
Person is currently infected with 

SARS-CoV-2. Person is very 
likely contagious.

TABLE 2: CONTAGIOUSNESS


