
 

My RATs are negative but I still think I
might have COVID. Should I get a PCR test?
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You can book a telehealth appointment with your GP to talk about PCR testing
or COVID medications. Credit: Matilda Wormwood/Pexels

You've been exposed to COVID and are starting to get symptoms. But
after a couple of days of testing with rapid antigen tests (RATs), your
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tests remain negative. 

Mass PCR testing has been scaled back, so in what situations can you get
a PCR? And why might it be useful? 

RATs are less sensitive for current variants

PCR tests are more sensitive than RATs. They detect viral RNA and
don't require high levels of virus, meaning it can detect disease early.
PCRs are accurate approximately 95% of the time. 

In contrast, a RAT can only detect the viral proteins present in the
sample. So it's less sensitive and requires more virus, which is likely to
accumulate later in the disease process, before it provides a positive
result. 

RATs accurately detected around 81% of positive cases in earlier
variants such as Delta. However estimates for Omicron are lower and
aren't consistent between studies. Results vary depending on the stage of
infection, degree of symptoms, and the individual kit used, among other
things. 

We are still awaiting the Therapeutic Goods Administration's 
independent review of RAT kits for the new Omicron sub-variants,
however, the limited evidence suggests RATs may be less effective
against these new variants. 

The United States Food and Drug Administration recently advised
performing repeat testing over consecutive days to reduce the risk of an
infection being missed (known as a false negative). 

An infected person will test positive on a PCR test one to two days
before a RAT. It can take a few days after symptoms show for the RAT
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https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/safety-communications/home-covid-19-antigen-tests-take-steps-reduce-your-risk-false-negative-results-fda-safety
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/viral+proteins/
https://covid19-sciencetable.ca/sciencebrief/use-of-rapid-antigen-tests-during-the-omicron-wave/
https://www.bmj.com/content/378/bmj-2022-071215
https://www.tga.gov.au/products/covid-19/covid-19-tests/covid-19-rapid-antigen-self-tests-home-use/covid-19-rapid-antigen-self-tests-are-approved-australia
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/coronavirus-covid-19-and-medical-devices/sars-cov-2-viral-mutations-impact-covid-19-tests#omicronvariantimpac
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/safety-communications/home-covid-19-antigen-tests-take-steps-reduce-your-risk-false-negative-results-fda-safety
https://www.tga.gov.au/products/covid-19/covid-19-tests/how-testing-works-covid-19
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/covid-19/testing


 

to become positive. 

Why have PCR testing sites shut down?

Throughout Australia, the number of PCR testing facilities have been 
reduced significantly since mid-year. 

One reason is that PCR tests are an expensive service for the government
to conduct (each test costs around A$70) and the operation of the testing
centres requires staff to be redeployed from other roles. This requires
large amounts of backfill and reshuffling. 

Today, RATs are generally health authorities' preferred testing approach.

So who is eligible for a PCR?

Below are the current guidelines for using RATs versus PCR for each
state—and the advice for what to do if you test positive or have COVID
symptoms. Click the grey plus (+) on your state or territory to learn
more. 

In some states, PCRs are prioritised for people with a higher risk of
severe illness. 

If your RATs keep coming up negative, and you are experiencing
symptoms, you can request a PCR from your GP. 

However, according to the National Coronavirus Hotline, if you visit a
testing site that is still up and running and specifically ask for a PCR,
you will generally receive one. 

You can find testing centres that are still active using this tool. 
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https://the-riotact.com/territory-closes-last-drive-through-testing-clinic-as-it-defends-one-of-worlds-best-covid-19-responses/607744
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/cost-of-pcr-tests-to-be-slashed-in-bid-to-save-taxpayers-millions-20220919-p5bj9w.html
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/7385628/staff-redeployed-in-bid-to-meet-record-test-demand/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+authorities/
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/covid-19/testing
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/test/
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/covid-19/testing
https://www.health.gov.au/contacts/national-coronavirus-helpline
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/australian-health-services


 

Why is an accurate COVID test important?

Knowing you're COVID positive is important for many reasons. It allows
you isolate and avoid spreading illness to loved ones and those most
vulnerable. You can also alert any close contacts. 

If you happen to get very sick, it allows you to be considered for COVID
medications and for your health providers to monitor the long-term
effects of COVID such as blood clots, neurological side-effects and
other long-term complications. 

You could also be eligible for COVID antiviral treatments, which aim to
prevent people who are at greater risk of severe disease from becoming
very ill with COVID. These are only available on prescription from a
doctor or nurse practitioner and are most effective when started within
five days of your symptoms appearing. 

Getting an accurate result is especially important if you are living,
working or entering high-risk settings such as those with vulnerable
populations, age care and health care. 

Correction: This article has been updated since publication to remove the
RAT sensitivity statistics for Omicron, which were in fact for previous
variants. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.122.060785
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.122.060785
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/blood+clots/
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/covid-19/medications
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/my-rats-are-negative-but-i-still-think-i-might-have-covid-should-i-get-a-pcr-test-194527
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