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Rapid Antigen 
Test

What is it?

Why/when should I do it?

How can I do the test correctly?

How do I read the results?

What then?



Background

• The gold standard test for detecting Omicron (and 
other variants of SARS-CoV-2) is reverse 
transcription PCR (rRT-PCR) approved by the 
WHO 

• However, labs have been overwhelmed during 
the pandemic

• It is critically important to identify suspected and 
asymptomatic cases as soon as possible in order 
to break the chain of infection

• This is especially challenging with Omicron as it 
replicates very quickly and is highly infectious



Why do a Rapid Antigen Test?

• For "early identification, early isolation and early 
treatment”

• Aims to identify those who have been infected as 
soon as possible

Self-administer 
a rapid antigen 

test 

• If you have symptoms or think you may have been 
exposed

• If you wish to be cautious before visiting friends, 
family

Get tested if: 

https://www.coronavirus.gov.hk/rat/eng/rat.html



Rapid Antigen Tests

• Detects SARS-CoV-2 virus proteins (antigens) from upper respiratory 
tract using specific monoclonal antibodies

• Tells if you are currently infected (not if you have previously been 
infected and now recovered)

• May not detect low levels of virus (early in infection)

• Single use tests

• Process immediately –do not leave the sample lying around!

• Work in a similar way to a pregnancy test

• They are also known as lateral flow tests 
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How to do the test

• Please check the user guide of the particular brand you are using 
before doing the test

• Only a nose swab is needed –collect by yourself-most of the test kits 
in use in Hong Kong require just a nose swab

https://www.coronavirus.gov.hk/rat/eng/rat.html



How the test works The test pad contains: 
• SARS-CoV-2 specific antibody
• Control antibody (recognizes other proteins from our nose)-

acts as a check to make sure we have performed the test 
correctly
• We should always have a line here at the end of the test

• Both types of antibody are immobilized onto a nitrocellulose 
membrane support as two distinct lines

Nitrocellulose 
membrane
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Sample pad: 
Insert 2-3 
drops of 
sample here

The sample flows laterally 
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Contents of the RAT kit

RAT kit and take all items 
out.

You should find three
items in your kit

a)The swab 

b) Extraction buffer solution (this 
bottle has a dropper on the lid)

c)Test slide

a) b)

c)



1. Prepare a clean and dry even surface 

• Wash your hands carefully and dry them thoroughly or use 
a generous amount of alcohol hand rub

2. Open your RAT kit and take out all items

• Remove the cap of the bottle-make sure you do not spill 
any of the liquid

• Place your bottle on a smooth surface and make sure it is 
stable (cannot spill over)



3. Collect your nasal swab 
• Open the package that contains the swab. Be careful to open the 

correct end- do not touch the swab

• Insert the cotton tip of the swab into one side of your nose –push 
up approx. ¾  inch (1.5 cm) 

• Then rotate the swab five times while pushing against your nasal 
bone

• Slowly remove the swab from your nostril

• Now change sides and repeat the process (still using the same 
swab)

• Note: If this causes you to sneeze, take a tissue and wipe your 
nose, then put the tissue in the bin (do not put on table etc.)



4. Remove the swab

• Check if there is blood on the 
swab? If yes, you must throw away 
and try again another time

• Put the swab into the bottle of 
buffer liquid

• Mix the swab in to the liquid-to 
release any virus present (swirl 
around several times)

• Drop 2-3 drops of the liquid onto 
the slide

• Wait 20 mins (or according to 
instructions on kit)



• 5. After the recommended time has 
passed→ read results

• 6. Dispose of all leftover items (put back in 
bag and dispose), wash your hands again



Reading the results



Positive

Negative (the test was 
done properly because 
we can see the red line at 
the C but the patient is 
negative

Not 
working 
correctly 
(invalid)
Do not 
trust this 
result -
Must do 
again

Positive
Invalid

Must do 
again

Even a faint 
red 
line=positive

Positive=must have two red lines

If only the test line or no line appears→ the test is 
not working



False negative?

• You are infected but there is not enough viral antigen present (yet) to 
be detected by RAT 

• Or you are recovering from the infection and the amount of viral 
antigen is low

• (i.e. during early or in late stage of infection) 

• You are infected with a new SARS-CoV-2 variant that cannot be 
detected by the current test



The extraction buffer is optimized to release antigens from the SARS-
CoV-2 virus present in the specimen

False positives



How do you know if you have purchased a 
good quality RAT?

• https://www.mdd.gov.hk/en/whats-new/rapid-antigen-tests-covid-
19/index.html

• According to the World Health Organization, RAT kits for home use 
should have a minimum sensitivity of 80% and specificity of 97%

https://www.mdd.gov.hk/en/whats-new/rapid-antigen-tests-covid-19/index.html


If you test positive……

https://www.coronavirus.gov.hk/rat/pdf/rat_flowchart_en.pdf



Thank you


