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Question: 

85. Does the PCR test detect the difference between live and dead virus? 

 

 

Answer: 

PCR remains the benchmark test for diagnosis of COVID-19 infection.  

While PCR tests are highly sensitive and detect the genetic material of the SARs-CoV-2 virus, 
they cannot differentiate between live and dead virus.  

The amount of virus in a SARS-CoV-2 infected patient’s upper respiratory tract increases 
over several days before symptom onset to peak around the time of COVID-19 illness onset, 
and then reduces through the first week of illness. People with the virus often become 
PCR negative toward the end of the first week of COVID-19 illness, but some remain PCR 
positive for several more weeks. Sometimes, when the virus is no longer alive and 
replicating, viral genetic fragments can be detected by PCR and produce weak positive 
results. Dead virus is also rapidly cleared from the body and excreted in faeces. 

 


