
Timeline COVID-19 infection

Incubation period

Infectiousness:

Molecular Test (PCR):

Antigen Tests:

Antibody Tests:

Molecular Tests Antigen Tests Antibody Tests

Also known as: RT-PCR Rapid diagnostic test Serological test, serology, blood test, serology test

Applicable period: From infection until at least 6 weeks after being symptom free From infection until at least 6 weeks after being symptom free As soon as 1 or 2 weeks after infection

How the sample
is taken:

Nasal or throat swab (most tests)
Saliva (a few tests)

Nasal or throat swab Finger stick or blood draw

How long it takes
to get results:

Several hours Fast < 1h Several hours or days

Is another test
needed:

Not needed but can be repeated after negative test to reduce false 
negative result.

Positive results are usually accurate but negative results may need 
to be confirmed with a molecular test.

Sometimes a second antibody test is needed for accurate results.

What it shows:
Active coronavirus infection  (i.e. presence of SARS-CoV-2)

Active coronavirus infection (i.e. presence of protein fragments of 
SARS-CoV-2)

If you’ve been infected by coronavirus in the past

What it can't do: Show if you ever had COVID-19 or were infected with the 
coronavirus in the past.
Show if you are currently infectious.

Definitively rule out active coronavirus infection. Antigen tests are 
more likely to miss an active coronavirus infection compared to 
molecular tests. Your health care provider may order a molecular 
test if your antigen test shows a negative result but you have 
symptoms of COVID-19.

Diagnose active coronavirus infection at the time of the test or 
show that you do not have COVID-19

Day of Infection Onset of symptoms

Latent period Infectious period

Symptomatic period

Usability of PCR tests

Usability of Antigen  tests

Usability of Antibody  tests

Sources: 
https://www.fda.gov/consumers/consumer-updates/coronavirus-testing-basics
https://www.sciencemediacenter.de/alle-angebote/fact-sheet/details/news/verlauf-von-covid-19-und-kritische-abschnitte-der-infektion/
https://www.apotheken-umschau.de/Coronavirus/Corona-Nachweis-Die-Testverfahren-im-Ueberblick-558071.html#Die-Testverfahren-im-Ueberblick:

Time (since infection) 1 2 3 .... 1 week ... 6+ weeks months/years

illustrative visualization of 
exemplary  timeline


