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COVID-19: When should you do a lateral
flow test and when should you do a PCR?
With the Omicron variant spreading rapidly, there is a high demand for
both lateral flow and PCR tests to detect COVID-19. Double-vaccinated
people in England are now being asked to take a lateral flow test daily for
one week if they come into contact with someone with COVID-19, rather
than self-isolate. But when else should you do a lateral flow test and when
should you do a PCR?

What is the difference between a lateral flow
test and a PCR?
Rapid lateral flow tests give a quick result and can be done at home. There
are different types of lateral flow tests, including ones that require a throat
and nose swab and others that only need a nose swab. Current guidance
recommends that these should be used only by people without symptoms.

PCR tests, or polymerase chain reaction tests, are sent to a laboratory to be
analysed. Currently, people are being advised to take PCR tests if they are
experiencing symptoms of COVID-19, such as a high temperature, a new,
continuous cough or a loss of smell or taste.

A review of 64 studies found that lateral flow tests correctly identify 72-79%
of infected people who have symptoms and 58-74% of those without.

PCR tests are more sensitive and reliable, but the exact accuracy of these
tests is unknown. Trials have shown them to be up to 99% accurate, but this
depends on the swabs being carried out properly. Earlier this year, a testing
lab error in England led to thousands of people being incorrectly told they
did not have COVID-19.
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When should you do a lateral flow test?
In England, people without symptoms are advised to do rapid tests on days
when they are more likely to catch or spread COVID-19. Examples might
include before mixing with other people indoors, when heading to busy
shopping centres or when visiting someone at risk of becoming seriously
unwell from the virus.

You may need to get tested if you're due to have surgery or a procedure, so
it's important to check with your hospital. If you work at a school, college or
nursery, you should do a lateral flow test twice a week. People also have to
follow specific testing advice when visiting health and social care settings
such as hospitals and care homes.

In Scotland, people have been advised to test before mixing with other
households or visiting busy areas, especially around Christmas. Care home
workers should continue to test daily and people visiting care homes and
hospitals should also test first. People in Wales and Northern Ireland are
also being asked to test before going to crowded places or visiting others.

If you are going on holiday abroad, you may need to take a test before,
during and after your trip, depending on where you are going.

Rapid testing for COVID-19 contacts
From 14th December, people in England who are fully vaccinated and
identified as a contact of someone with COVID-19 should take an NHS rapid
lateral flow test every day for seven days. Those who test positive or
develop symptoms will need to self-isolate.

Under the same rules, unvaccinated adults must continue to self-isolate for
ten days if they are a contact of someone with COVID-19. You will be
contacted by NHS Test and Trace by phone, email or text or will receive a
notification from the NHS COVID-19 app to tell you if you are a contact of
someone who tested positive.

In Scotland, everyone who tests positive for COVID-19 will be put in touch
with Test and Protect to help identify who they've been in close contact
with. If you are identified as a close contact, you will be contacted by phone
or text and the contact tracers will give you advice on what to do.
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Close contacts should self-isolate for ten days and book a test as soon as
possible. Household contacts, including those under 18, must complete the
ten-day self-isolation period. This applies even if you are fully vaccinated.
As a close contact (non-household), you can end self-isolation if you meet
all of the following criteria:

You're fully vaccinated and had your second dose more than 14 days
ago.

You receive a negative PCR test result.

You do not have, or develop, symptoms.

If you're a close contact and you're not fully vaccinated, you should self-
isolate for 10 days.

In Wales and Northern Ireland, if you are identified as a close contact, the
self-isolation testing rules will depend on your vaccination status, age, and
job, and if someone in your household has tested positive or has
symptoms.

Where can you get a lateral flow test from?
You can pick up a rapid flow test from a pharmacy or community collection
point, or order a pack of seven tests online. You can also get tested at a
rapid lateral flow test site, although you may need an appointment.
However, tests are in high demand due to spread of the Omicron variant
and the recent changes for COVID-19 contacts.

If you attend or work at a school, you can access rapid tests through your
employer. Some workplaces, such as universities, may provide lateral flow
tests. People are advised to report their result whether it is positive,
negative or void.

When should you do a PCR test?
You should do a PCR test as soon as possible if you have any of the three
symptoms mentioned above. It's important to do a test even if the
symptoms are mild.
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You should stay at home and self-isolate until you receive the test result
and should only leave home to take the test. If you test positive, you will
need to self-isolate. If you don't have symptoms, you may or may not be
required to self-isolate if you live with someone who has symptoms or has
tested positive - so check via the NHS Test and Trace or the NHS COVID-19
app.

It's also important to do a PCR test if you have had a positive lateral flow
test, or your test sample was void. You will also need to do another test if
your test sample could not be read. If you've been in close contact with
someone who's tested positive for COVID-19 and you're not fully vaccinated,
you should get a PCR test.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss COVID-19: When should you do a lateral flow test and when should you do
a PCR? and find more trusted resources at Patient.
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