
Testing influenza in the emergency departments: 
Importance of accuracy and speed

1. INTRODUCTION 

Influenza is a highly contagious viral disease spread 
through respiratory droplets that affects both the upper 
and lower respiratory tract. Transmission is through 
coughing, sneezing, and talking and release of infected 
respiratory droplets. There are four strains of influenza 
viruses: A,B,C, and D and these can also infect animals. 
Influenza can be contagious before an individual is 
symptomatic and 5-7 days after viral infection. 
Symptoms include fever, cough, runny nose, and more. 
The infection typically subsides in a few days and can be 
treated using antiviral medications; however, serious 
complications can occur such as pneumonia, multiorgan 
failure, and even death ¹.

Influenza can be detected through rapid antigen tests 
(RATs) but they have reduced sensitivity. Another 
alternative is the rapid nucleic acid amplification tests 
(NAATs), which can improve diagnostic accuracy. A 
study conducted at the emergency department (ED) of 
Korea University Ansan Hospital researched the 
performance of the NAAT versus and RAT for influenza 
diagnostic accuracy during each winter from December 
2023-February 2025. They hypothesized that the rapid 
NAAT would have higher sensitivity than the RAT ².
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2. PRIMARY  FINDINGS

From December 2023 to February 2025, 453 patients were included in the 
influenza study. The research sought to identify the agreement and discordance 
between the rapid NAAT and RAT results for influenza positive and negative 
results. Nasopharyngeal swabs were collected from patients and both the NAAT 
and RAT tests were conducted together after sample collection in the ED ².

Results indicated that the rapid NAAT had higher sensitivity since the 
test-positive probability was 95.8%. For RAT, the test-positive probability was 
74.7% and ratio for both was 78.0%. There were more samples tested positive by 
the NAAT but negative by the RAT which were significantly different, showing 
how the rapid NAAT has higher sensitivity. Additionally, using the Cohen’s kappa 
test, both the NAAT and RAT had good agreement with each other, suggesting 
differences are due to sensitivity and not random disagreement ².

Ultimately, rapid NAAT is shown to detect influenza more rapidly and accurately 
especially during the early or asymptomatic stages of influenza. Rapid NAAT can 
be used as a more precise diagnostic tool rather than RAT in ED settings for more 
timely diagnosis ².

3. HOW THIS IMPACTS PATIENT CARE

In the ED settings, it is crucial to obtain timely and accurate diagnosis for proper 
treatments. Using the rapid NAAT can help physicians to diagnosis patients with 
influenza quickly and treat them appropriately to avoid further high-risk 
complications from influenza. The accurate and rapid diagnosis is important in ED 
settings, where there are numerous high-risk patient populations ².
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