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Coronavirus Testing: Guidance for Employers

The NHS Test & Trace service is reserved for individuals displaying symptoms of COVID-19 or 
for those who have been advised to take a test by a medical practitioner. If an individual is not 
displaying symptoms then they should not be using the test & trace service. 

Employers can choose voluntarily to introduce their own internal testing programme outside of 
the NHS Test and Trace Service to help protect their business and reassure their employees and 
customers. 

The government has published guidance for employers who wish to introduce their own internal 
testing programmes here. It is important to note that this guidance does not constitute legal 
advice, supersede employers’ existing legal obligations nor excuse businesses from complying 
with existing national or local measures put in place.

What types of testing are available to employers?

There are two categories of tests for COVID-19, virus tests and antibodies tests. A virus test can 
tell you whether an individual has COVID-19 at that moment in time whereas antibody testing 
is used to look for the presence of antibodies against the COVID-19 virus (produced by people 
who have the virus to counteract it). 

Virus Testing

If a member of staff tests positive for the virus, they should be informed by the laboratory 
analysing the tests and must immediately self-isolate (or continue to self-isolate if they are 
already doing so). The isolation period should last for ten days from when a person starts 
developing symptoms, or ten days from the test date if they are not displaying symptoms. 
When contacted by the NHS Test & Trace service, they should inform them of anyone they have 
come into contact with recently.

If a person tests negative for the virus, they are deemed to be at low risk of having COVID-19 
and therefore will not need to self-isolate providing that: no other member of their household 
or support bubble has symptoms or has tested positive; the NHS Test & Trace service has not 
told them to self-isolate; they feel well enough to return to work. 

A virus test should be carried out on staff displaying symptoms within the first five days of 
having them. Employers can choose to refer staff showing symptoms to the NHS via the 
Employer Referral Portal (find out more here). If an employee tests negative and subsequently 
develops symptoms then they should self-isolate and be re-tested.          

Antibody Testing

If an employee tests positive in the antibody test then this indicates they have previously 
had the virus. However, it does not suggest that they have developed long term immunity to 
COVID-19 which would prevent them from getting the virus again. If an individual tests positive, 
they should continue to follow safer workplace guidelines including social distancing measures. 
If an individual tests negative for COVID-19, then they too should continue to adhere to safer 
workplace guidelines.     
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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.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/employer_referral_portal_user_guide_essential_worker_0.pdf


What steps should employers take before establishing a testing programme?   

It is important that employers consider the following before creating their own testing 
programme:

1. Will you test all employees or just those who are working in the office/onsite?
2. Should the testing be focussed solely on staff with symptoms or will it also include those 

not currently displaying symptoms? 
3. How frequently will you test your employees?
4. Do you have the appropriate facilities to carry out testing?
5. Are you planning on using the antibody test or the virus test?
6. What arrangements will you put in place for employees who do not wish to be tested?
7. How will you use the test results? What policies will you put in place in regards to handling 

health information, absence from work, self-isolation, diversity, non-discrimination etc?
8. How will you ensure the programme complies with your legal responsibilities to staff (health 

and safety matters, equalities, data protection and employment law)?
9. Will you be able to afford to implement a testing programme?

How should employers communicate their intention to implement a testing 
programme to staff?

It is important that employers are upfront with their employees about their decision to 
implement an internal testing programme. They should also consult with their staff association 
or unions before implementing any policies. 

Employers should address the following points when communicating with staff:

• Why they feel there is a need to establish an internal testing programme, as well as or 
instead of accessing the existing NHS programme. 

• Will the testing programme be voluntary or mandatory
• What will happen to those who do not want to take part in the testing programme or are 

unwilling to share the results of their test 
• What will happen after staff are notified of their results
• Who should staff speak to concerning their rights throughout the process
• Will employees have the opportunity to discuss the collection of their data if they have any 

concerns

Employers must ensure they comply with GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018 by 
processing all data lawfully, fairly and transparently. Employees should be made aware of: 1) 
what personal data is required 2) what the data will be used for 3) who it will be shared with 4) 
how the data will be processed 5) how long the data will be kept for. 

What do companies need to know about procuring test kits?

Test kits in the UK are regulated by the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency 
(MHRA). It is important that employers make sure that the test kit, they or their provider is 
procuring, is legal in the UK. They can do this by identifying the CE mark which manufacturers 
must place on products that diagnose diseases. Tests without a CE mark are not legally allowed 
to be placed on the EU and UK markets unless they have an exemption. Find out more about 
medical devices currently exempt here   
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/medical-devices-given-exceptional-use-authorisations-during-the-covid-19-pandemic


What methods are used to collect COVID-19 samples to test?

Test kits and sampling kits are required to have appropriate instructions for use for the 
intended sample collector, whether that is a healthcare professional or lay person. The product 
packaging and labelling must also provide clear advice in regards to the storing, handling 
and transportation of the device. Anyone responsible for overseeing sample collection must 
understand these instructions. 

Point of care tests and self-administered/assisted sampling tests are the two methods used to 
collect samples for both virus and antibody testing. Point of care tests are samples collected 
by fully trained and qualified healthcare professionals. The second method involves either 
the person having the test, or someone else assisting them, collecting the sample in a non-
laboratory environment. Samples for anti-body tests involve a finger prick blood sample 
whereas a virus test involves a swab sample. Samples are then sent on to a laboratory for 
testing and processing.

Those providing assistance in the collection of samples should be trained by a healthcare 
professional to ensure that the sample is taken correctly and that the results are more reliable. 
For self-administered/assisted sampling tests, employers should familiarise themselves with 
NHS guidance on how to use self-test kits safely and warning about self-test health kits. 
Employees collecting a self administered virus test sample should watch this short video on 
how to administer a swab from a sample kit here

After the sample has been taken, individuals showing symptoms (along with anyone in their 
household/support bubble) should self isolate until they have received the results. If an 
individual is not displaying symptoms, then they (along with their family/support bubble) are 
not required to self isolate unless they become symptomatic in the period between taking the 
test and receiving the results.  

Employers responsible for the handling, transportation and laboratory analysis of test samples 
have a legal duty to meet the provisions set out in The Control of Substances Hazardous to 
Health Regulations 2002 Schedule 3: Additional Provisions Relating to Work with Biological 
Agents (find out more here). The World Health Organisation provides guidance on regulations 
for the transport of infectious substances (access here) which employers should follow. 

What checks should employers make before procuring laboratory services?

If a business is procuring (or being offered laboratory services), it is important that that they 
check the laboratory’s UKAS accreditation includes COVID-19 testing. UKAS accreditation is 
the standard used in all NHS laboratories - click here for further information. Employers are 
also advised to make sure laboratories are following Public Health England, Royal College of 
Pathologists and Institute of Biomedical Science guidance on safe handling, processing and 
recording of samples and specimens in laboratory conditions.

Laboratories involved in processing virus tests are legally required to notify Public Health 
England after a positive COVID-19 test has been identified and should therefore have a 
mechanism in place that enables them to do so. Employers should ensure that the laboratory 
processing the tests is meeting their legal obligations. 

How should employers communicate the test results to their staff?

Employers are legally obliged to share all results from both types of tests with a member of 
staff who asks to see them. Any results given out by employers should be accompanied with 
clear information on what the results mean and what subsequent action is required. The results 
should be communicated to employees via a healthcare professional or a person owing a similar 
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https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/healthy-body/how-to-use-self-test-kits-safely/
https://www.nhs.uk/news/lifestyle-and-exercise/warning-about-self-test-health-kits/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-taking-swab-samples/how-to-use-the-self-swabbing-kit-for-a-combined-throat-and-nose-swab-video
https://www.hse.gov.uk/foi/internalops/ocs/200-299/273_20/
https://www.who.int/ihr/publications/WHO-WHE-CPI-2019.20/en/
https://www.ukas.com/


duty of confidentiality to the employee (e.g. someone who works in occupational health or HR 
who has signed confidentiality clauses over and above the employer’s standard wording and 
has received additional training on the handling of sensitive health data). Whilst employees 
should be kept informed regarding COVID-19 cases (potential or confirmed), employers should 
not name individuals and must adhere to data protection law. 

What can an employer do with the test results?

Virus tests can be used to determine which employees currently have COVID-19 and therefore 
need to isolate. Antibody tests enable employers to gain an insight in regards to the proportion 
of their workforce that has potentially had Covid-19.

Employers must not use test results to discriminate against employees and anyone receiving 
a positive antibody test should not be told that they are immune. Any data or information 
collected should not be used for any purpose that employees have not been made aware of or 
would not reasonably expect.  

If an employer identifies that there is more than one case of COVID-19 on their premises, they 
must contact their local Health Protection Team here. Employers and third-party healthcare are 
also strongly advised to report all suspected incidents that may lead to false virus or antibody 
test results (both false negative and false positive) associated with medical devices and IVDs.

If a business decides to introduce their own internal tracing system then they should be aware 
that they will still be required to comply with their legal obligations under the NHS Test & Trace 
system. Employers should not attempt to trace any contacts beyond the workplace but should 
refer any potential cases to their local Health Protection Team. If an internal tracing system 
identifies an employee as a contact, but the NHS Test & Trace does not, then the individual will 
not qualify for Statutory Sick Pay. They will only qualify for Statutory Sick Pay if the NHS Test & 
Trace service has told them to self-isolate. 

https://www.gov.uk/health-protection-team

