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Informing employers’ COVID-19 testing 

strategy 

Introduction 

In response to rising numbers of infection across the country1, the Government have imposed 

a second national “lockdown” in England from 5 Nov 20202.  With COVID-19 infection rates 

rising and with clients reviewing their risk assessments, we felt this would be the right time 

to provide an update on testing, complementing Government advice3. 

The aim of this paper is to inform all clients on the current approach to testing nationally, 

and also to assist those clients who may be considering providing some testing themselves.  

Potential benefits and costs of further testing provided by employers are highlighted. 

Key messages 

NHS Test and Trace is central to national efforts to reduce the transmission of SARS-CoV2, 

the virus causing COVID-19; results from testing by employers must link to this. 

We suggest employers have a key role in ensuring employees comply with legal 

requirements4 for self-isolation if they have symptoms, a positive test, or are contacts. 

The PCR swab test is the most accurate means of testing for SARS-CoV2 (COVID-19). 

Testing of contacts is not recommended unless they themselves develop symptoms.  

There is however interest in the potential for daily testing of contacts using lateral flow 

devices (LFDs) that might enable an earlier return to work from self-isolation.  

Targeted testing of those who are asymptomatic, using PCR swab tests, is of value in 

certain settings; e.g. those about to deploy to remote locations, or who are travelling 

abroad on business.  These tests are not available through NHS Test and Trace. 

Mass use of LFDs will require endorsement for home use by the regulator (MHRA), but 

may be of value in case finding in towns and cities with high prevalence of COVID-19.  A 

trial of testing using LFDs with validation by PCR is now starting in Liverpool5. 

 

 
1 REACT-1 round 6 interim report at: https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/institute-of-global-health-
innovation/REACT1_r6_interim_preprint.pdf 
2 Government press release 31 Oct 2020 at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-announces-new-
national-restrictions?utm_source=f921ef0e-8c5d-4a7e-a29c-5f833e91c6c2&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-
notifications&utm_content=daily  
3 Government guidance for employers and third party healthcare providers on testing at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-guidance-for-employers/coronavirus-covid-19-
testing-guidance-for-employers-and-third-party-healthcare-providers  
4 Legal requirement to self-isolate at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-legal-duty-to-self-isolate-comes-into-
force-today#:~:text=From%20today%2C%20people%20in,%C2%A310000%20for%20repeat%20offenders  
5 Testing pilot for all residents in Liverpool at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/liverpool-to-be-regularly-tested-for-
coronavirus-in-first-whole-city-testing-pilot  

mailto:wellbeing@cordellhealth.co.uk
http://www.cordellhealth.co.uk/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/institute-of-global-health-innovation/REACT1_r6_interim_preprint.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/institute-of-global-health-innovation/REACT1_r6_interim_preprint.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-announces-new-national-restrictions?utm_source=f921ef0e-8c5d-4a7e-a29c-5f833e91c6c2&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications&utm_content=daily
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-announces-new-national-restrictions?utm_source=f921ef0e-8c5d-4a7e-a29c-5f833e91c6c2&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications&utm_content=daily
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-announces-new-national-restrictions?utm_source=f921ef0e-8c5d-4a7e-a29c-5f833e91c6c2&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications&utm_content=daily
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-guidance-for-employers/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-guidance-for-employers-and-third-party-healthcare-providers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-guidance-for-employers/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-guidance-for-employers-and-third-party-healthcare-providers
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-legal-duty-to-self-isolate-comes-into-force-today#:~:text=From%20today%2C%20people%20in,%C2%A310000%20for%20repeat%20offenders
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-legal-duty-to-self-isolate-comes-into-force-today#:~:text=From%20today%2C%20people%20in,%C2%A310000%20for%20repeat%20offenders
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/liverpool-to-be-regularly-tested-for-coronavirus-in-first-whole-city-testing-pilot
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/liverpool-to-be-regularly-tested-for-coronavirus-in-first-whole-city-testing-pilot


 

 
            

 

 

                                                                                                           wellbeing@cordellhealth.co.uk        www.cordellhealth.co.uk  

Testing of those people who have symptoms - symptomatic testing 

A key element in the national response to COVID-19 has been the NHS Test and Trace system.  

The first priority for testing resources is easy and timely access to timely testing, isolation of 

cases and their close contacts, and contact tracing6.  

Given the high volume of demand since September 2020, and the subsequent impact on 

laboratory capacity, some clients have obtained additional reverse transcriptase polymerase 

chain reaction (RT- PCR, or PCR) tests that identify the genetic material of the virus (RNA).  

We have been advising these clients on their use.   

The purpose of clients providing these PCR tests privately is to augment the national system, 

through early testing of members of staff who have symptoms of COVID-197.   

Employers will wish to ensure those employees who have symptoms of COVID-19 – a new 

continuous cough, a temperature, and/or the loss of the sense of taste or smell – self isolate 

at home and as soon as possible and arrange a test via NHS Test and Trace8.   

For those who are unable to arrange an early test (we recommend within 3 days) through NHS 

Test and Trace, we are able to advise on how a PCR antigen home testing swab kit can be 

arranged under employer arrangements.  We advise that testing should be undertaken at the 

latest within five days of the onset of symptoms; the sensitivity of the test (ability to 

correctly identify the virus is present) reduces after this time.  If the individual tests positive, 

NHS Test and Trace will be notified, who in turn notify contacts. 

All those who have symptoms must remain self-isolating at home until either they have a 

negative test result, or 10 days after their symptoms started if their test is positive.  

Although there has been speculation that the Government might amend the self-isolation 

period for contacts9, the current position, based on the scientific evidence10, is that close 

contacts must remain isolating for 14 days from the time their contact developed symptoms, 

unless they themselves develop symptoms.   

If a contact develops symptoms, they should arrange a test via NHS test and Trace (or if 

unable to obtain a test through national arrangements, under employer arrangements if they 

themselves are employees) and self-isolate for 10 days from this point. 

Those identified via NHS Test and Trace and informed they are a contact must follow the 

direction given by NHS Test and Trace and self-isolate for 14 days as for any close contact.   

 

 
6 European Centre for Disease prevention and Control at: https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/covid-19-risk-
assessment-increased-transmission-thirteenth-update  
7 Clinical features of Covid-19 at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/wuhan-novel-coronavirus-background-
information/wuhan-novel-coronavirus-epidemiology-virology-and-clinical-features#clinical-features 
8 Government guidance on getting a COVID-19 test at: https://www.gov.uk/get-coronavirus-test  
9 BBC News article dated 25 Oct 2020 at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-54678809  
10 European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control dated 16 Oct 2020 at: 
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Guidance-for-discharge-and-ending-of-isolation-of-people-with-
COVID-19.pdf  
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We suggest employers have a key role in ensuring compliance among their employees.  We 

also recommend all employees download and use the NHS COVID-19 app11.  

Technology is developing for point of contact testing for viral RNA, but that available 

currently still requires specialist equipment (i.e. an assay machine) and for a trained operator 

to undertake the assay.  These are being used in some of our clients’ settings, such as 

boarding schools, to obtain faster results than by sending samples to laboratories.   

Testing of those people who do not have symptoms - asymptomatic testing. 

Those who do not have symptoms include those who are pre-symptomatic, i.e. those infected 

and may develop symptoms, and those infected but do not develop symptoms at all within 

the incubation period, considered to be 3 to 14 days after infection10.   

There are a number of people who have continued symptoms of COVID-19, “Long COVID”, but 

these people are no longer infectious beyond 10 days after their symptoms start12.   

There is no evidence that people who are asymptomatic are “carriers”, as can occur in other 

diseases.  Asymptomatic cases are people infected but who do not have symptoms in the 14 

days period from being infected in which other people do develop symptoms. 

Contacts of those with symptoms or of those who have had a positive antigen 

test.   

Testing of contacts is not recommended unless they themselves develop symptoms. The 

reason for this is that if they test negative, this may either be a false negative (because 

reliability decreases in the absence of symptoms) and also because they may still develop 

symptoms in the following days; up to 14 days since they became a contact13.   

Testing contacts is not likely to be of further value, and if using the standard PCR swab test, 

also increases demand on laboratory capacity, which is already overstretched.   

However, there is interest in the use of lateral flow devices (LFDs), as described later in this 

brief, for providing people with a “day pass” so that they may be able to continue in work if 

they have an LFD test each day before coming into work.  This approach is currently being 

evaluated.  In lower risk environments it is likely that this would be needed for at least 10 

days10 after they were in contact with a person who developed symptoms, or after this person 

tested positive for COVID-19 if they were asymptomatic.   

 

  

 
11 NHS COVID-19 app at: https://covid19.nhs.uk/  
12 Clinical features of COVID-19 at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/wuhan-novel-coronavirus-background-
information/wuhan-novel-coronavirus-epidemiology-virology-and-clinical-features  
13 Harvard Medical School information on coronavirus symptoms and testing updated 16 Oct 2020 at: 
https://www.health.harvard.edu/diseases-and-conditions/if-youve-been-exposed-to-the-coronavirus  
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Targeted asymptomatic testing. 

Asymptomatic testing is being undertaken in some industries for specific purposes.  This 

includes for example employees of oil and gas companies prior to embarkation onto oil 

platforms or deployment to remote locations.   

Testing is also required for travel to certain destinations; this is not available through Test 

and Trace.  Employees requiring to travel on business to destinations requiring this will need 

to have this under private arrangements.  A certificate for travel may be required for the 

travelling employee.  Rapid tests are not suitable for testing for these purposes as they do not 

have a high enough level of sensitivity, as explained below.  

Testing of those without symptoms may also be undertaken ahead of admissions to hospital, 

and is available through NHS Test and Trace.  This national process should be used.  The NHS 

Test and Trace result provides the necessary certification for the hospital. 

Asymptomatic testing in workplace settings and the technology to support 

this 

Testing of those who do not have symptoms, and are not contacts of those with symptoms or 

who have a positive test, may have value for case finding, given that we know that at least 

20% of people infected with COVID-19 do not have symptoms14.   

Saliva testing has been evaluated (in Southampton and elsewhere) as an alternative to swab 

testing of the nose and throat as required in PCR testing15.  Saliva testing may be used for 

asymptomatic testing, initially having been trialled in hospitals.  This may in time be rolled 

out to other workplaces.   

The loop mediated isothermal amplification (LAMP) methodology for assay being used 

provides results in about 90 minutes, but trained staff are required to operate this.  An 

example of LAMP is the OptiGene LAMP test16.    

Developments of LAMP technology include LamPORE, enabling rapid assay at scale, developed 

by PHE Porton Down, University of Sheffield, Sheffield NHS, and the University of Oxford17.  

Mobile LamPORE units are also being trialled18.   

Sensitivity of LAMP and LamPORE is considered comparable to laboratory based PCR testing at 

99%. 

 

 
14 Seroprevalence study in SE England at: https://www.journalofinfection.com/article/S0163-4453(20)30653-8/fulltext  
15 Pilot of rapid COVID tests as reported in the Guardian at: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/oct/19/operation-
moonshot-pilot-of-rapid-covid-tests-under-way-in-nhs-hospitals  
16 OptiGene LAMP test at: http://www.optigene.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/IFU_Direct_v1.0-2.pdf  
17 LamPORE at: https://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2020-09-25-evaluation-lampore-rapid-tests-covid-19-show-high-levels-
diagnostic-sensitivity  
18 Daily Mail on line report dated 3 Sep 2020 at: https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8693809/What-rapid-Covid-tests-
used-Britain-work.html  
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There is significant interest in lateral flow device (LFD) technology, which identifies viral 

protein (rather than viral genetic material, RNA) and provides a rapid result in less than 20 

minutes.  These use a swab test as for PCR, but rather than sending to a laboratory, in 

principle may be read at home.  At present however the Regulator, MHRA, requires that use 

of LFD kits be overseen by an appropriately qualified healthcare professional19. 

LFD tests are not as accurate as the laboratory-based tests, with a sensitivity probably at 

most of about 90%.  This means that out of 100 people having the test who actually do have 

Covid 19, about ten people who have COVID-19 will not be identified as having the virus. This 

is a false-negative.  

The specificity (the confidence that a positive test means that the person actually has the 

virus) of these rapid testing devices is high, in the order of 99%, but when testing large 

numbers it is likely that there will be significant numbers of false positives.  SAGE estimates 

that over a six-month period  that 40% of those being tested weekly would be likely to have a 

false positive test (the test is positive, but they do not have COVID-19).   

Therefore it is recommended that any positive test on LFD testing undertaken as a workplace 

initiative should result in the individual self-isolating and arranging a PCR swab test.  If that 

test is negative, then they will be able to stop self-isolating.   

The need for confirmatory testing of large numbers of people using current PCR swab testing 

would potentially have an impact on laboratory capacity, and on business continuity while 

people are self-isolating.  It is however possible this could be mitigated using rapid testing 

equipment such as LamPORE. 

Except for the specific circumstances outlined above, such as imminent deployment to a 

remote location, where we recommend PCR test sent to a laboratory, we suggest 

asymptomatic testing by employers will only be of value if there is frequent testing of all 

staff members. In their paper or mass testing, SAGE advise that this should be at least weekly 

to compensate for the reduced sensitivity of LFD tests20.   

Many private companies are offering testing for COVID-19.  Such providers are required to 

self-declare that they meet the minimum standards and so be included in a register21.   

 
19 Government guidance on COVID-19 tests and COVID testing kits at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/how-
tests-and-testing-kits-for-coronavirus-covid-19-work/for-patients-the-public-and-professional-users-a-guide-to-covid-19-
tests-and-testing-kits  
20 SAGE consensus statement on mass testing at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/914931/s0712-tfms-
consensus-statement-sage.pdf  
21 Self-declaration of private sector providers on COVID-19 testing at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/self-declare-as-a-
private-sector-covid-19-testing-provider  
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Clients may be aware that Boots have announced provision of rapid antigen tests in some 

stores22.  This uses LFDs, with a reader which may increase consistency in results.  At this 

time we consider the Boots test is unlikely to add value in the workplace. 

LFDs are also used in finger prick home testing kits for antibodies to SARS-CoV2, which are 

being used in the research on the prevalence of infection across the country, led by Imperial 

College23.  Antibody testing is not recommended outside these research settings.  Presence of 

antibodies indicates past infection, but cannot be said to indicate immunity. 

Although the individual costs of LFD tests are low, in addition to the costs of logistics, 

resources to meet these oversight and reporting requirements for testing undertaken for all 

employees weekly would be considerable. 

We continue to advise clients of the central importance of maintaining risk management 

controls, and for those with symptoms to be tested as soon as possible.  With the availability 

of rapid testing technology, symptomatic testing might have a place in contributing to the 

employer’s system to provide assurance of the risk management controls in place.  It is 

however important to understand that for most workplaces, in principle, infection would be 

more likely to be acquired in the community than in the workplace, provided the workplace is 

COVID secure.  

Asymptomatic testing in university settings 

As set out in the paper by the Government’s Scientific Advisory Group on Emergencies (SAGE) 

on higher education (HE) 24, higher rates of asymptomatic and symptomatic25 infection in 

young adults presents challenges for the local communities of universities as students 

returned to campus.   

However, there are substantial costs of mass testing, including the direct costs of the 

resources needed to deliver the programme, and the impact of potentially high rates of false 

positives (those testing positive but who do not actually have COVID-19).   

In their paper on mass testing26, SAGE advise that a full systems approach is taken, and that: 

“Careful consideration should be given to ensure that any mass testing programme provides 

additional benefit over investing equivalent resources into improving the speed and coverage 

of NHS Test and Trace for symptomatic cases.” 

 
22 Pharmaceutical Journal at: https://www.pharmaceutical-journal.com/news-and-analysis/news/regulator-following-up-
boots-provision-of-rapid-point-of-care-covid-19-antigen-test/20208486.article?firstPass=false  
23 REACT study of antibody prevalence at: https://www.imperial.ac.uk/medicine/research-and-impact/groups/react-study/  
24 SAGE paper on higher education dated 3 Sep 2020 at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/914978/S0728_Principl
es_for_Managing_SARS-CoV-2_Transmission_Associated_with_Higher_Education_.pdf  
25 Office for National Statistics Week report for the period 10 to 16 Oct 2020 published 23 Oct 2020 at: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/bulletins/coronavirus
covid19infectionsurveypilot/latest  
26 SAGE consensus statement on mass testing at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/914931/s0712-tfms-
consensus-statement-sage.pdf 
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Our suggestion is that if mass testing is to be undertaken in universities, this would be best 

undertaken using LFDs, rather than using methods that require laboratory testing.   

Given that in university settings the concern is mainly that the presence of students may 

increase infection rates in the local community, rather than the main concern being for the 

health of staff and students, a population based approach would be appropriate.  

Technology to support mass testing of town and cities 

LFD based tests are being evaluated for their suitability for national roll-out, with trials now 

starting based in universities and schools.  The Government have today announced a pilot for 

testing all people in Liverpool27.  As well as using the LFD methodology, people in these trials 

will have a PCR swab test sent to the laboratory for comparison. 

The lower level of reliability is the reason we suggest LFD testing should not usually be used 

for those who are symptomatic, as the likelihood of a false negative in these groups will be 

higher than in a group without symptoms.  LFD testing does however have a place in testing 

at scale in areas of high prevalence, as advised by the WHO28, as in Liverpool. 

The value of LFDs includes their low cost, and no requirement for a laboratory.  They are less 

sensitive than the PCR test, but they may well be of value if used regularly and frequently for 

case finding in towns and cities with high prevalence of COVID-19. Endorsement for home use 

by the regulator (MHRA) will be a key enabler of their use. 

Considerations 

Consent is required for employees undertaking tests. This will continue be obtained and 

recorded in accordance with the current arrangements with ourselves as the occupational 

health provider. 

Confidentiality arrangements will be as for the other test undertaken on employees. The 

results of testing will be recorded in accordance with the current arrangements. 

Communication with NHS Test and Trace, and the local authority, will be essential in the 

event of positive cases found either among those tested under the arrangements described 

for symptomatic cases, or positive cases found on rapid testing where these are confirmed by 

a laboratory test. 

Control of the risk of Covid 19 within the workplace might be enhanced by these means. We 

would however emphasise that testing is only part of the overall system of risk management.  

Maintaining a COVID Secure workplace is based on the principles of risk assessment as set out 

by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) in their guidance29, utilising the hierarchy of 

 
27 Mass testing pilot in Liverpool 3 Nov 2020 at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/liverpool-to-be-regularly-tested-for-
coronavirus-in-first-whole-city-testing-pilot  
28 WHO interim guidance dated 11 Sep 2020 on the use of rapid immunoassay to detect SARS-CoV2 at: 
file:///C:/Users/RobinCordell/Downloads/WHO-2019-nCoV-Antigen_Detection-2020.1-eng.pdf  
29 HSE guidance on making the workplace COVID Secure at: https://www.hse.gov.uk/coronavirus/working-safely/covid-
secure.htm 
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controls and hygiene measures, and Government publications on working safely during the 

COVID-19 pandemic30.  

Our advice is that it is essential that Management continue to ensure adherence to control 

measures by all employees, as it is these measures that keep the workplace COVID secure, 

and not testing.   

Cost versus benefit will also need to be considered. Initiating and sustaining asymptomatic 

testing will generate significant cost.  The main benefit would be case finding of those 

without symptoms.   

Consolidation of current arrangements for symptomatic testing would be our 

recommendation.  Asymptomatic testing by employers may not necessarily produce further 

value for the employer, and will incur substantial cost.  We should be happy to explore the 

costs and practicalities of introducing asymptomatic testing further at the request of clients, 

as part of a systematic review of COVID-19 risk management. 

 

Dr Robin Cordell 

MBA FRCP FFOM 

3 Nov 2020 

 

 
30 Working safely in the workplace during the COVID-19 pandemic:  https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-
coronavirus-covid-19 
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