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Responding to the fast-spreading SARS-CoV-2 Omicron variant, to improve screening efficiency, rapid antigen
tests (RATSs) were first added as a supplementary detection method in China in mid-March, 2022. What and how
big a role RATs should play need to be supported by clinical data. Here, RAT performance and relevant factors in
comparison with nucleic acid amplification tests (NAATSs) were assessed in Omicron-infected inpatients. From the
NAAT results, nasopharyngeal swabs (NPs) performed better than oropharyngeal swabs (OPs). RATs tested on
NAAT positive NPs performed better than those with OP-positive samples. The RAT positivity rate was strongly
associated with high levels of N and OFR1ab genes, especially in NPs where patients also had significantly longer
hospital stays and shorter days from symptom onset to RAT testing. Self-performed RATs had a detection accuracy
that was comparable to professionally performed RATs when the subjects were well guided. The antigen negative
rate of the studied patients was 100% at discharge. These findings suggest that, in addition to a supplementary
detection role, RATs can be an important strategy for evaluating the disease progression of Omicron-infected
inpatients. This study provides important clinical data to support better rules regarding RATs under China's
COVID-19 prevention and control policy.

1. Introduction asymptomatic cases, 57,114 confirmed cases and 571 deaths from

February 22, 2022 to May 14, 2022 (Shanghai Municipal Health Com-

The global transmission of SARS-CoV-2 poses a serious threat to
worldwide public health. By August 5, 2022, more than 578 million cases
and more than 6.40 million deaths from SARS-CoV-2 have been reported,
with a global case fatality rate of up to 1.11% (WHO, 2022).

The new SARS-CoV-2 Omicron variant, which has become the pri-
mary strain worldwide, has been shown to be more transmissible than
the Delta variant and has a worse prognosis in older adults, thereby
presenting new challenges for many countries (Cai et al., 2022; Viana and
Moyo, 2022; Zhang et al., 2022). China is one of these nations, as Chinese
mainland has a large population base with a rising proportion of elderly
(> 60 years) citizens, reaching 18.7% in 2020 (China National Bureau of
Statistics, 2021). The Omicron variant hit Shanghai, the biggest city in
China, causing the largest SARS-CoV-2 infection wave, with 572,329
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mission, 2022).

To respond to SARS-CoV-2 variants, China adopted and maintained a
dynamic zero-COVID strategy. One model-based study predicted that the
Omicron variant would cause a serious healthcare burden in China
without implementation of this strategy (may cause approximately 1.55
million deaths) (Cai et al., 2022), making its appropriate execution
essential. The zero-COVID strategy employed nucleic acid amplification
test (NAAT) technology to comprehensively screen SARS-CoV-2 infected
persons. While NAAT has been shown to be an effective screening tool, it
can only be performed in specialized laboratories by professionals and
usually requires 4-24 h to produce results. Self point-of-care testing
(POCT) was therefore urgently in need in Chinese mainland, particularly
in the setting of large outbreaks in super cities.
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In mid-March of 2022, the National Health Commission of the Peo-
ple's Republic of China revised the eighth edition of the Diagnosis and
Treatment Protocols for COVID-19 (National Health Commission of the
People's Republic of China, 2021) into the ninth trial edition (National
Health Commission of the People's Republic of China, 2022). Changes
included the addition of rapid antigen testing (RAT) as a supplementary
detection method to improve screening performance.

Several works outside of China have evaluated the performance of
RATSs in real-world situations (Erman Daloglu et al., 2022; Mane et al.,
2022; Parikh et al., 2022; Schrom et al., 2022). However, what and how
big a role RATs should play in China as part of its disease prevention
policy are still unclear. To provide clinical evidence for these problems
and to help to make science-driven decisions, this study enrolled
SARS-CoV-2 Omicron variant-infected patients admitted to Taizhou
Hospital of Zhejiang Province affiliated to Wenzhou Medical University
and evaluated the diagnostic performance of RATs, identified factors that
contributed to RAT efficacy and monitored dynamic changes in RAT
results over disease progression.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Sample collection and preservation

After admission to the hospital, respiratory tract samples were
collected for SARS-CoV-2 detection. Nasal swab samples were used for
RATs. Samples were collected by the patients themselves or by nurses
according to the antigen detection kit instruction manual. After noses
were blown, swabs were inserted 1-1.5 cm into both nasal passages,
rotated at least four times and maintained for longer than 15 s. Because
prescriptive sampling is important to detection results, the patients were
self-trained by learning videos and written materials or trained face-to-
face by professionals. The nasal swab samples were immediately put
into extracting solution for RATS.

Nasopharyngeal (NP) and oropharyngeal (OP) swab samples were
used for NAATs. Samples were collected by nurses, stored in virus pres-
ervation solution and immediately sent to the clinical laboratory for
NAATs at —4 °C according to the Technical Guidelines for SARS-CoV-2
Sample Collection and Detection in the Diagnosis and Treatment Pro-
tocols for COVID-19 (the eighth trial edition) released by the National
Health Commissions of the People's Republic of China (National Health
Commission of the People's Republic of China, 2021).

2.2. RATs

RATs were performed using the SARS-CoV-2 Antigen Detection Kit
(Colloidal gold immunochromatography) (Labnovation, China) accord-
ing to the manufacturer's instructions. Patients enrolled in the self-
performed RATs were guided by videos or face-to-face instruction by
professionals. In brief, the extracting solution was mixed for more than
30 s and swabs were squeezed at least five times. Three drops of the
extracted solution were dripped onto the detection card and results were
read in 15-20 min. Results were positive if a band was observed in the
testing area, and negative when no band was observed. RAT results were
valid only when a control band was observed.

2.3. NAATs

NAATs were performed using the Nucleic Acid Extraction Reagent
(Magnetic Beads) (Wuhan Easydiagnosis Biomedicine, China) and the
Automatic Nucleic Acid Extraction and Purification Instrument (Wuhan
Easydiagnosis Biomedicine, China) according to the instruction manuals.
To measure the SARS-CoV-2 nucleic acid level, reverse-transcriptive real-
time PCR (RT-PCR) was performed using the COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2)
Nucleic Acid Test Kit (Wuhan Easydiagnosis Biomedicine, China) and a
7500 Real-Time PCR System (Applied Biosystems, USA) according to the

Virologica Sinica xxx (xxxx) xxx

instruction manuals. Results were interpreted by professionals. Ct values
> 38 were considered negative.

2.4. Data analysis

Mean age, mean days from symptom onset to hospitalization, mean
length of hospitalization and mean days from symptom onset to RATs and
their corresponding standard deviations were calculated. Gender ratios
and the percentage of patients with clinical symptoms were also calcu-
lated. Mean Ct values were used to analyze gene levels. Negative results
without Ct value (not amplified) were assigned Ct values of 40. Statistical
analysis comparing RAT positive and negative patients was performed
and P values were calculated using unpaired t-tests.

3. Results
3.1. Study population

From March 30, 2022 to April 18, 2022, 157 patients infected with
the SARS-CoV-2 Omicron variant were admitted to Taizhou Hospital of
Zhejiang Province affiliated to Wenzhou Medical University. Of these, 90
signed informed consent forms and were enrolled into this study (Group
1). Sixty-eight of these patients were used to study the impact of testers
(patients vs. professionals) on RAT results (Group 2), while 28 were used
to evaluate dynamic changes in RAT results (Group 3) (Fig. 1). The mean
ages of Groups 1 to 3 were 35.03 + 10.15, 35.93 + 11.04 and 31.89 +
10.82 years and included 28.89%, 36.76% and 25.00% females,
respectively. The average days from symptom onset to hospitalization
and length of hospitalization were 2.26 + 0.82 and 15.98 + 4.03 for
Group 1, 2.32 + 0.87 and 15.87 + 4.16 for Group 2 and 2.18 + 0.55 and
20.71 + 2.94 for Group 3, respectively. The major clinical manifestations
of all three groups were pharyngodynia, headaches/dizziness, cough and
fever (Table 1 and Fig. 2).

3.2. Relevant factors influencing RAT results

All 90 patients in Group 1 received at least one RAT after admission. To
measure the nucleic acid level of the Omicron variant, all enrolled patients
received NP and/or OP swab NAATSs on the day of their first RAT. The
clinical symptoms, days from symptom onset to hospitalization, length of
hospitalization, days of RATs performed and RAT results for Group 1 are
shown in Fig. 2. On the day of the first RAT, 45 patients received NP swab
NAATs and 37 were positive. Of the NP swab NAAT positive patients, 19
were RAT positive and 18 were RAT negative. All of the patients who were
NP swab NAAT negative were RAT negative. All RAT positive patients had
a high nucleic acid level in their nasopharynx (Ct value < 30) (Fig. 3).
Factors such as gender, age, nucleic acid level, disease progression time
and clinical symptoms were analyzed by comparing the two sub-groups.
Data showed that the ORFlab and N gene levels of RAT-positive pa-
tients were significantly higher than those of RAT-negative patients, their
length of hospitalizations were significantly longer, and their days from
symptom onset to RAT testing were significantly shorter. All other factors
had no significant effect (Table 2 and Fig. 3).

All Group 1 patients received OP swab NAATSs, which had 47 positive
results and 43 negative results. Thirty-nine of the 47 NAAT positive re-
sults were also RAT positive, while eight were negative. The N gene level
in the oropharynx was significantly higher in RAT positive patients.
However, age, gender, ORFlab gene level in the oropharynx, disease
progression time and symptoms were all equivalent between the two
groups (Table 2 and Fig. 3). Ten OP swab NAAT negative patients were
RAT positive that seemed to be false positive, and this will be further
analyzed in 3.3 sub-section to determine whether they were true posi-
tives or false positives (Fig. 3).

Compared with NP NAAT, RAT performance (performed by pro-
fessionals) with nasal swabs (n = 45) collected on 6.8 + 1.53 days after
symptom onset was evaluated. When Ct value of NAAT <30 defines
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Fig. 1. Study flowchart. RAT, rapid antigen test; NAAT, nucleic acid amplification test; NP, nasopharyngeal; OP, oropharyngeal; pos, positive.

Table 1
Characteristics of subjects.

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3
N 90 68 28
Age (y), mean + SD 35.03 +£10.15 35.93 + 11.04 31.89 +10.82
Gender, n (%)
Male 64 (71.11) 43 (63.24) 21 (75.00)
Female 26 (28.89) 25 (36.76) 7 (25.00)
Symptom onset to hospitalization (d), mean + SD 2.26 + 0.82 2.32 +0.87 2.18 + 0.55
Length of hospitalization (d), mean + SD 15.98 + 4.03 15.87 + 4.16 20.71 + 2.94
Symptoms, n (%)
Pharyngodynia 42 (46.67) 36 (52.94) 15 (53.57)
Headaches/dizziness 22 (24.44) 14 (20.59) 9 (32.14)
Cough 39 (43.33) 31 (45.59) 13 (46.43)
Fever 44 (48.89) 27 (39.71) 15 (53.57)
Expectoration 13 (14.44) 10 (14.71) 5(17.86)
Nasal obstruction 17 (18.89) 11 (16.18) 9 (32.14)
Debilitation 15 (16.67) 4 (5.89) 6 (21.43)
Body aches 10 (11.11) 4 (5.89) 4 (14.29)
Chills 17 (18.89) 12 (17.65) 8 (28.57)
Running nose 7 (7.78) 4 (5.89) 6 (21.43)
Emesis 2 (2.22) 1(1.47) 1(3.57)
Ageusia 2(2.22) 0(0) 0 (0)
Poor appetite 2 (2.22) 0 (0) 0 (0)
Chest pain/chest stuffiness 2(2.22) 2 (2.94) 1 (3.57)

Group 1: all enrolled RATSs; Group 2: RATs (professional-performed vs. self-performed); Group 3: dynamic RATs.

SD, standard deviation; RAT, rapid antigen test.

positive RT-PCR (Schrom et al., 2022), specificity and sensitivity of RATs
are 100% and 79.17%, respectively. When Ct value < 38 defines positive
(referred to the instruction manual of NAAT Kkit), specificity and sensi-
tivity are 100% and 51.35%, respectively (Supplementary Table S1).

3.3. Comparison of self-performed and professionally-performed RATs

Thirty patients in Group 2 received NP swab NAATs, of which 27
were positive and three were negative. All negative NAATSs had negative

RATs as well. Seventeen of the 27 positive NAATs were positive in self-
and professionally-obtained RATS, eight were negative after both stra-
tegies, and two samples had positive self-performed RATSs but negative
professionally-performed RATs (Fig. 4A and B).

Sixty-eight patients received OP swab NAATs, 43 of whom were pos-
itive. Of the 25 negative samples, 16 self- and professionally-obtained
RATs were negative, 6 were positive from both RAT types (Patients 6,
18, 19, 22, 44 and 58), and three self-performed RATs were positive but
professionally negative (Patients 1, 23 and 51) (Fig. 4C and D). To make it



M. Chen et al. Virologica Sinica xxx (xxxx) xxx

o & .
P S8
5 '0 \\o\‘ Qe @ R

& \\\e&'béx

S
Q“e@o°<<%+e’° R

P
Clplp [ UH

AN i

1
1
tel
1
H
b

P b

m 1
|
T
b

&t
|
DD 1y

Patient
fa
1

~
O
|

O
0o-
|

00
&
!

©
=3
|

U opptd

N
it
|
>

!
7
|

N
0>
|

'~
.
|

'S
o
|

Al

N
oo
|

2
1
| lala

100
3]
|

0 10 20 30
Days

= Symptom onset to hospitalization == Symptom A RATs pos
== Hospitalization = Asymptom A RATs neg

Fig. 2. Clinical symptoms, COVID-19 progression and RAT results. RAT, rapid antigen test; pos, positive; neg, negative.

NP swabs RT-PCR vs. RATs OP swabs RT-PCR vs. RATs
N=35, RATs pos=6, neg=29

N=2, RATs pos=1, neg=1

N=7, RATSs neg=7 N=2, RATs pos=1, neg=1
1 i
40- S 40- obl)
%o [} S
@ o ‘o
g 28 2 ey
=2 o .
= 30- e = 30- af |
— o u o
o o i
[} 'ég’ [} 2 |
= ® 2 oo !
£ 204 N £ 204 :
5 G :
10 T T T 10 T T —
10 20 30 40 10 20 30 40
Ct value of ORF1ab gene Ct value of ORF17ab gene
O RATSs pos O RATSs neg O Overlapped dots

---- Cut-off line for RT-PCR

Fig. 3. ORFlab and N gene Ct values and professionally-performed RAT results in 90 patients. RAT, rapid antigen test; NP, nasopharyngeal; OP, oropharyngeal; pos,
positive; neg, negative.



M. Chen et al. Virologica Sinica xxx (xxxx) xxx

Table 2
Characteristics of RATs-positive and RATs-negative subjects.

NP swabs RT-PCR pos OP swabs RT-PCR pos

RATS pos RATSs neg P value RATSs pos RATSs neg P value
N 19 18 39 8
Age (y), mean + SD 34.79 + 12.85 35.83 +£9.29 0.7789 34.62 + 10.53 32.88 +7.53 0.6598
Gender ratio (M: F) 16:3 17:1 0.3299 28:11 5:3 0.6098
Ct value (ORF1ab), mean + SD 22.87 +£2.75 32.03 £ 4.72 < 0.0001 32.98 + 3.64 35.71 £ 3.15 0.0550
Ct value (N), mean + SD 21.31 + 2.79 30.42 + 4.84 < 0.0001 31.81 + 4.00 34.97 + 3.87 0.0469
Symptom onset to hospitalization (d), mean + SD 2.11 £+ 0.46 2.11 +£0.76 0.9774 2.21 +0.57 2.13 +£0.83 0.7402
Length of Hospitalization (d), mean + SD 17.42 + 4.19 14.39 4+ 3.33 0.0205 17.79 + 4.08 14.75 + 4.83 0.0686
Symptom onset to RATs (d), mean + SD 595+ 1.18 7.22 +£1.17 0.0022 5.85 + 1.01 6.38 + 0.74 0.17
Symptoms, n (%)
Pharyngodynia 8 (42.11) 7 (38.89) 0.8474 18 (46.15) 4 (50.00) 0.8467
Headaches/dizziness 7 (36.84) 3 (16.67) 0.1765 13 (33.33) 1 (12.50) 0.2499
Cough 5 (26.32) 10 (55.56) 0.0736 15 (38.46) 5 (62.50) 0.2190
Fever 7 (36.84) 8 (44.44) 0.6489 19 (48.72) 3(37.50) 0.5723
Expectoration 2(10.53) 0 (0) 0.1658 6 (15.38) 3(37.50) 0.1541
Nasal obstruction 3(15.79) 6 (33.33) 0.2250 7 (17.95) 1(12.50) 0.7160
Debilitation 3(15.79) 5(27.78) 0.3900 4(10.26) 0 (0) 0.3545
Body aches 0 (0) 3(16.67) 0.0662 4 (10.26) 0 (0) 0.3545
Chills 2 (10.53) 1 (5.56) 0.5921 10 (25.64) 0 (0) 0.1111
Running nose 1 (5.26) 2(11.11) 0.5282 4 (10.26) 1(12.50) 0.8552
Emesis 0 (0) 0 (0) / 1 (2.56) 1 (12.50) 0.2132
Ageusia 0 (0) 1 (5.56) 0.3109 0 (0) 0(0) /
Poor appetite 0(0) 0(0) / 0(0) 0(0) /
Chest pain/chest stuffiness 1(5.26) 0 (0) 0.3374 2(5.13) 0(0) 0.5232

NP, nasopharyngeal; OP, oropharyngeal; RAT, rapid antigen test; pos, positive; neg, negative; M, male; F, female; SD, standard deviation.
Statistical analysis was performed by unpaired t-tests. Bold represents statistically significant difference.

A NP swabs RT-PCR positive NP swabs RT-PCR negative
RATSs (professionals) RATSs (professionals)
Pos Neg Total Pos Neg Total
RATs Pos 17 2 19 RATs Pos 0 0 0
(patients) Neg 0 8 8 (patients) Neg 0 3 3
Total 17 10 27 Total 0 3 3
Patients
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Fig. 4. Comparison of professionally-performed and self-performed RATs. A RAT results of NP swab NAAT-positive patients (left) and NP swab NAAT-negative
patients (right). B ORFlab and N gene Ct values from NP NAAT samples and RAT results. C RAT results in OP swab NAAT-positive patients (left) and OP swab
NAAT-negative patients (right). D ORFI1ab and N gene Ct values from OP NAAT samples and RAT results. NP, nasopharyngeal; OP, oropharyngeal; RAT, rapid antigen
test; NAAT, nucleic acid amplification test.
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clear whether “false positive” RATs were actually false, we analyzed
variation in the ORF1ab and N genes in the nasopharynx and oropharynx.
Patients 6, 19, 22, 23, 44 did not have a NP NAAT performed on the study
day but had persistently positive NP samples before and after, with nucleic
acid negative conversion observed at least 3 days later. Patients 1, 51 and
58 had positive NP NAATs on the day for RATs (Fig. 5). These results
indicate that the RAT results were true-positive. Of the OP swab positive
patients, 35 patient and professional RATs were positive, 7 were dual
negative and 1 was professionally positive but patient-obtained negative.
The other four RAT-positive (only performed by professionals)/NAAT-
negative (OP swab) had the same results (Patients 48, 50, 72 and 73)
(Fig. 4C and D, Fig. 5), thus proved to be true positive results with RAT.

3.4. Dynamic monitoring of RAT results with COVID-19 progression

Twenty-eight patients (Group 3) received a second RAT 17.57 + 0.96
days after symptom onset (5.32 + 2.83 days before being discharged).

The antigen tests of 25 patients turned negative and 3 patients remained
negative (performed by professionals). NAATs performed on the day of or
after the second RAT had low gene levels or negative results: 18 patients
had negative nasopharynx and oropharynx samples, 7 patients had
negative oropharynx samples and the mean Ct values were 38.61 + 2.20
(NP swab ORFlab gene), 38.75 + 2.42 (NP swab N gene), 39.65 + 1.04
(OP swab ORFlab gene) and 39.92 + 0.40 (OP swab N gene). All 28
patients had relatively mild symptoms. Of these, 18 patients underwent
the serological tests and 12 patients received a chest CT scan on admis-
sion. White blood cell count was slightly reduced in 3/18 patients while
2/18 had increased counts. The absolute lymphocyte count of 8/18 pa-
tients was low while 1/18 was high. Increased C-reactive protein level
was seen in 11/17 patients. The level of D-dimers of all of the tested
patients (11/11) was normal, so were the erythrocyte sedimentation rate
and the level of lactate dehydrogenase (Supplementary Fig. S1).

Chest CT scans showed that 4/12 patients presented with SARS-
CoV-2-associated pneumonia. Treatment and auxiliary inspections
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Fig. 6. Dynamic monitoring of RAT and NAAT results over COVID-19 disease progression. A Timeline of the dynamic monitoring of RAT and NAAT results in 28
Omicron-infected inpatients. B Average Ct values of the ORFlab and N gene of the Omicron variant in NP and OP swab samples on the day of the 1st RAT, on the day
or the next day after the 2nd RAT and the day of discharge. RAT, rapid antigen test; NAAT, nucleic acid amplification test; NP, nasopharyngeal; OP, oropharyngeal.

were guided by the ninth trial edition of the Diagnosis and Treatment
Protocols for COVID-19 (National Health Commission of the People's
Republic of China, 2021). Except for Patient 45, all patients improved
to the point that they no longer met standard for serological moni-
toring or chest imaging. Patient 45 received one chest CT scan test and
one serological test, which demonstrated an improvement (Supple-
mentary Fig. S2). The patient's C-reactive protein level dropped to a
nearly normal level, the white blood cell count and absolute
lymphocyte count normalized and lung inflammation resolved. By the
day of the second RAT, all patients had made good progress according
to their clinicians' judgement. On their day of discharge, all patients
had clinically recovered and the ORFlab gene and N gene levels in
both of their nasopharynx and oropharynx presented the negative
results (Fig. 6).

4. Discussion

As China has a large population, COVID-19 prevention and control
has been a considerable challenge. To respond to the Omicron variant
while maintaining dynamic zero-COVID policies, China added RATSs as a
supplementary detection method in mid-March of 2022. In the early days
following the implementation of this trial policy, clinical feedback of
RATs performed on Omicron infected cases can contribute to policy
optimization and scientific adjustment.

Most published studies evaluated RAT performance with different
SARS-CoV-2 variants (including Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta and Omicron)
using different specimens from different countries (Galliez et al., 2022;
Kyritsi et al., 2022; Hardick et al., 2022; Weishampel et al., 2022). Spo-
radic worldwide studies compared NAATs and RATs during the Omicron
surge (Schrom et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2022). However, RATs may perform
differently and play a unique role in the setting of different prevention
policies. Chinese mainland adopted a rigorous zero-COVID policy that is
entirely different from others, so few relevant studies are available. Our
study helps to fill the gaps. Rapid antibody tests were also recommended
for inclusion in the COVID-19 diagnostic algorithms proposed by prior
works (Yildirim et al., 2021). However, after the performance of such

tests on SARS-CoV-2 infections was tested, there remains disagreement on
their diagnostic value (Kiziloglu et al., 2021; Yildirim et al., 2021). It
takes 7-14 days from symptom onset for an antibody response to the virus
to form, and antibodies produced by a natural infection or following
vaccination are hard to distinguish (Peeling et al., 2022). Rapid antibody
tests were therefore not adopted as a detection or supplementary detec-
tion modality for diagnosing SARS-CoV-2 infections.

This study evaluated the performance of RATs in Omicron variant-
infected patients and analyzed factors predictive of that performance.
Both NP and OP swabs can be used for SARS-CoV-2 NAATSs according to
the Diagnosis and Treatment Protocols for COVID-19 (National Health
Commission of the People's Republic of China, 2022). This study sampled
one or both of them based on clinical demand. When NP swab NAATSs
were considered the gold standard, 20.83% of patients with high viral
gene levels (Ct < 30) were RAT negative and all low-gene-level patients
were negative. This may be because the time from symptom onset to RAT
testing was longer than 7 days, allowing antigen levels to drop below the
detection limit (Peeling et al., 2022). Our data showed that the Ct values
of both viral genes and disease timing were relevant predictors of RAT
performance. Gene levels were higher and length of hospitalizations was
longer for RAT positive patients, while days from symptom onset to
positive RATs were shorter. This suggests that RAT results are associated
disease progression. However, the agreement between OP swab NAAT
and RAT results was poor (Table 2, Figs. 2, Fig. 3).

Because NAATSs can only be performed by professionals in specialized
biosafety laboratories, the shipment, pretreatment and detection of
positive specimens may pose infectious risks to staff. Encouragingly,
RATSs can be self-performed at the bedside. There is therefore an urgent
need for clinical data evaluating the performance of self-performed RATs.
We evaluated self-performed vs. professionally-performed RATs of 68
hospitalized patients infected with the Omicron variant. Inspiringly, the
accuracy rate of self-performed RATs was exactly comparable to that of
professionally-performed RATs (Figs. 4 and 5), although the results of
self-performed RATs were not 100% consistent with those of
professionally-performed RATs. Because no true false-positives occurred
in either self- or professionally-performed tests, the reason for this
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inconsistency was likely operation, caused by sampling technique (in-
nose retention time of the swab and sampling force) and elution effi-
ciency of the virus. It was also worth noting that these performances
cannot be separated with well-instructed subjects. This study therefore
provides us with great confidence that self-administered RATs can be
performed in Chinese mainland adequately when subjects are provided
with good guidance.

False positive tests are a major challenge with SARS-CoV-2 RATs (Gans
et al., 2022; Yang et al., 2022) and may lead to unnecessary additional
burden on the healthcare system. This study analyzed true/false positive
RATs in detail. Thirteen NAAT (OP swab)-negative/RAT-positive patients
(14.44%) were identified from a total of 90 patients, and were considered
likely false-positive results. However, analysis of variations of NAAT Ct
values confirmed that these were true-positive results. In these 13 pa-
tients, the measurement of Omicron variant nucleic acid levels in the
oropharynx turning negative was earlier than the RAT measurement time,
compared to levels in the nasopharynx that were positive and remained as
such (Fig. 5). Dynamic monitoring of RATs showed that 89.29% of pa-
tients turned antigen negative and the remainder stayed negative until the
day of discharge. We can draw two conclusions here: first, RATs can be an
important strategy for evaluating COVID-19 progression under China's
dynamic zero-COVID policy; second, RATs can be an important supple-
mentary test for OP swab NAATs.

This study is limited by its small sample size. In the near future,
conclusions drawn from this work should be further validated with
multicenter studies and large-scale samples.

5. Conclusions

Our study provided new insights for defining the role that RATSs
should play as part of China's dynamic zero-COVID policy. Our findings
suggest that RATs can optimize COVID-19 prevention policies and
improve our respond to the Omicron and future variants.
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