
COVID-19 Tests in Canada

Available tests are authorized for use by Health Canada, and most currently approved tests must be performed by or under 
the supervision of a health-care professional, typically in a health-care setting (such as a pharmacy or public health testing site). 
Testing technology and policies are evolving, and requirements may change to facilitate self-testing.

Many COVID-19 tests are described as “rapid,” meaning test results are available in a short amount of time (15-60 minutes). 
Because these tests do not usually require laboratory processing to obtain results, many rapid tests can be administered in 
point-of-care scenarios where individuals may need to be screened quickly. Several provinces have authorized pharmacists to 
administer rapid antigen tests at the point of care. Most antigen detection (i.e., for current infection) and antibody detection 
(i.e., for past infection) tests use rapid technology.

Most nucleic acid tests require processing at a laboratory, and it may take anywhere from 1-4 hours to obtain results. 
Processing time may be longer where patient volume is higher. Polymerase chain reaction (PCR) testing is considered to be 
the gold standard for nucleic acid testing, and individuals who screen positive via rapid antigen testing will typically have 
these results confirmed by a nucleic acid test. Nucleic acid tests are typically used in public health settings such as mass 
COVID assessment centres. Pharmacists in a small number of provinces are authorized to collect samples for laboratory 
nucleic acid testing. A growing number of new nucleic acid tests are also being developed using rapid technology.
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For more information related to COVID-19 testing by pharmacists in Canada, please refer to CPhA’s map and chart entitled 
Rapid Point-of-Care Antigen Testing and Specimen Collection for PCR Tests by Pharmacists. 
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Sensitivity is the ability for a test to 
produce a positive result in a person with 
a COVID-19 infection (also known as true 
positive).

Specificity is the ability for a test to 
produce a negative result in a person 
without a COVID-19 infection (also known 
as true negative).
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Testing for COVID-19 supports public health initiatives that are intended 
to slow the spread of COVID-19 and aids in ongoing vaccination efforts.

Nucleic 
acid test

Antigen 
test

Serological 
test

In Canada, there are 3 approved 
methods for testing for COVID-19: 

https://www.pharmacists.ca/cpha-ca/function/utilities/pdf-server.cfm?thefile=/cpha-on-the-issues/POCT_chart_FINAL_EN.pdf

