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COVID-19 Testing: What You Need to Know
Updated Feb. 1, 2022

CDC has updated isolation and quarantine recommendations for the public, and is revising the CDC website to re�ect
these changes. These recommendations do not apply to healthcare personnel and do not supersede state, local, tribal,
or territorial laws, rules, and regulations.

 Free At-Home COVID-19 Tests: Order 4 free tests now so you have them when you need them. 

Types of COVID-19 Tests
COVID-19 tests can detect either SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19, or antibodies that your body makes after
getting COVID-19 or after getting vaccinated.

Tests for SARS-CoV-2 tell you if you have an infection at the time of the test. This type of test is called a “viral” test because it
looks for viral infection. Antigen or Nucleic Acid Ampli�cation Tests (NAATs) are viral tests.

Tests for antibodies may tell you if you have had a past infection with the virus that causes COVID-19. Your body creates
antibodies after getting infected with SARS-CoV-2 or after getting vaccinated against COVID-19. These tests are called
“antibody” or “serology” tests.

Testing is very important to help reduce the spread of COVID-19. You should always discuss your test results with your
healthcare provider.

Viral Tests
A viral test tells you if you are infected with SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19, using samples that come from
your nose or mouth. There are two types of viral tests: rapid tests and laboratory tests. COVID-19 testing is one of many
risk-reduction measures, along with vaccination, masking, and physical distancing, that protect you and others by
reducing the chances of spreading COVID-19.

Rapid Point-of-Care tests, test performed or interpreted by someone other than the individual being tested, can be
performed in minutes and can include antigen and some NAATs.

Self-tests are rapid tests that can be taken at home or anywhere, are easy to use, and produce rapid results.

Laboratory tests can take days to complete and include RT-PCR and other types of NAATs.

•

•

-
•

Watch Video: Viral Test for COVID-19 [00:01:08] 

COVID-19

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/variants/omicron-variant.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/quarantine-isolation.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/hcp/guidance-risk-assesment-hcp.html
https://www.covidtests.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/about-covid-19/basics-covid-19.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/diagnostic-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/lab/naats.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/about-covid-19/antibodies.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/serology-overview.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/diagnostic-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/about-covid-19/basics-covid-19.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/self-testing.html
https://youtu.be/aHXvLRKViAk
https://www.cdc.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/index.html
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Antibody Tests
An antibody test (also known as a serology test) can detect antibodies to SARS-CoV-2 in your blood. Antibodies are proteins
that your immune system makes to help �ght infection and protect you from getting sick in the future.

Antibody tests should not be used to diagnose a current infection, but they may indicate if you had a past infection. Antibody
tests help learn about how human immune systems defend against the virus, as well as learn about population-level
protection. If you get an antibody test after receiving a vaccine, you might test positive by some (but not all) antibody tests.
This depends on which type of antibody the speci�c test detects.

Antibody testing is not currently recommended to determine:

If you have a current infection.

If you have immunity to SARS-CoV-2 following COVID-19 vaccination.

Whether you need to get a booster following COVID-19 vaccination.

Whether you need to quarantine after a known or suspected exposure to COVID-19.

Need a COVID-19 Test?

•
•
•
•

Watch Video: Antibody Test for COVID-19 [00:01:06] 

Reasons to Get Tested

If you have COVID-19
symptoms

At least 5 days after known
or suspected close contact
to COVID-19

For screening (schools,
workplaces, congregate
settings, etc.)

Before and after travel

When asked by a
healthcare professional or
public health o�cial

•

•

•

•
•

Types of Viral Tests

Laboratory Test

Sample can either be a
nasal swab or saliva

Results usually in 1-3 days

Results are reliable for
people with and without
symptoms

No follow-up test required

Common example: PCR test

Rapid Test

Sample is usually a nasal
swab

Results usually in 15-30
minutes

Results may be less reliable
for people without
symptoms

Follow-up test may be
required

Common example: Antigen
test

•

•
•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

Actions After Result

If Positive Result

Isolate for at least 5 days.
Learn more about isolation
timelines and precautions

Seek a con�rmatory, follow-
up laboratory test if
recommended by
healthcare professional

Monitor your symptoms

If Negative Result

If up to update on vaccines:
return to normal activities.
Wear a mask indoors in
areas of high or substantial
community transmission.

If not up to date on
vaccines and have
symptoms or exposure:
quarantine for at least 5
days.

If not up to date on
vaccines and have no
symptoms or exposure:
return to normal activities.
Take steps to get up to date

•

•

•

•

•

•

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/serology-overview.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/serology-overview.html/p#:~:text=Effect%20of%20vaccination
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/covid-19/info-by-product/clinical-considerations.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/booster-shot.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/quarantine-isolation.html
https://youtu.be/aHXvLRKViAk
https://youtu.be/v8ITXt1Cfas
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/quarantine-isolation.html#isolation
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/quarantine-isolation.html#isolation
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/stay-up-to-date.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/quarantine-isolation.html#isolation
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Take steps to get up to date
on vaccines to protect
yourself and others.

Download Graphic: Need a COVID-19 Test? [JPG – 341 KB] 

Need additional help? CDC’s Viral Testing Tool is an online, mobile-friendly tool that asks a series of questions, and
provides recommended actions and resources based on a user’s responses.

Testing Tools
These chatbots ask a series of questions, and provide recommended actions and resources based on your responses.

 Coronavirus Self-Checker
A tool to help you make decisions on when to seek testing and medical care.

Get Started  About the Tool

Print Resources

Do Your Part: Get Tested

[PDF - 426 KB, 1 Page]

COVID-19 Testing If You Are Vaccinated

[PDF - 1 page, 129 KB]

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/images/symptoms-testing/COVID-Testing-Flowchart_v2_Updated.jpg
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/viral-testing-tool.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/coronavirus-self-checker.html#content
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/communication/COVID-testing_Do-Your-Part.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/vaccines/COVID-testing_If-vaccinated.pdf


2/2/22, 1:33 PM COVID-19 Testing: What You Need to Know | CDC

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/testing.html?ACSTrackingID=USCDC_2067-DM74830&ACSTrackingLabel=How to Use Your N95 Respirator %7C COVID-19&deliveryName=USCDC_2… 4/6

3key-steps-when-waiting-for-COVID-19-results

[PDF - 2 Pages, 232 KB]

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/communication/print-resources/3key-steps-when-waiting-for-COVID-19-results_card.pdf
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What Your Test Results Mean

[PDF - 216 KB, 1 page]

Good Things to Know About A COVID-19 Test

[PDF - 55KB, 1 Page]

What to Expect When Getting Tested

[PDF - 183 KB, 1 page]

Related Pages

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/What-Your-Test-Results-Mean.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/testing/COVID-testing_Good-Things.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/communication/COVID-testing_What-to-Expect.pdf
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Test for Current Infection›

Test for Past Infection›
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