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#Our Response to COVID-19

Antibody Testing will Provide new 
Knowledge about Immunity in 
COVID-19 Infected People
To gain more knowledge about immunity and late injuries after 
COVID-19, antibody testing is now being offered to all patients  
who have been infected with COVID-19 in the counties Agder  
and Telemark in Norway. The study started this summer and will  
last for two years.

Astrid Bjøreid is working as a Bioengineer at the Department of Laboratory Medicine at Telemark 
Hospital in Skien. This is where the antibody tests that come in from the Covita study are analyzed.
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Every six months for a duration of two 
two years, patients who have been  
infected with COVID-19 are offered a 
blood test to measure the level of  

antibodies. The study is a collaboration  
between Telemark Hospital and Sørlandet  
Hospital and has been named the Covita study. 
Patients with respiratory symptoms who have 
had a negative PCR test during the same period 
are included as a control group.

“It will be interesting to see how immunity 
develops over time and how long it lasts. What 
we have seen so far in Telemark is that 
everyone we have tested for the virus, who 
have been diagnosed with COVID-19 through 
the PCR test, also have antibodies,” says Yngvar 
Tveten, chief physician at Telemark Hospital in 
Skien.

Now they hope former and future infected 
persons in Agder and Telemark join the Covita 
study, and help unlock some of the unknown 
factors of the viral disease. Antibodies can be 
detected in most people 2-3 weeks after the 
infection, and probably earlier in some. But we 
still have to little knowledge about how long 
you have antibodies and whether it is possible 
to be infected several times. 

Several ongoing projects 
The Covita study is not the only initiative when 
it comes to antibodies. A nationwide project is 
also underway between Norwegian blood 
banks and the Norwegian Directorate of Health 
to identify blood donors who have had 
COVID-19, to produce plasma containing 
protective antibodies against SARS-CoV-2. 15 
Norwegian blood banks have been granted 
permission to draw and distribute COVID-19 
convalescence plasma.

Low demand so far

As chief physician at the department of 
laboratory medicine, Yngvar Tveten is surprised 
that there has been little demand for antibody 
testing since the epidemic occurred, and 
believes Norway should be interested in the 
immunity level of the population.

“Since June, we have only analyzed about 250 
antibody tests, but if the demand increases we 
are ready. Then it is important to analyze the 
test on an efficient laboratory automation,” 
says Astrid Bjøreid, Bioengineer in the Medical 
Laboratory at Telemark Hospital in Skien.

Accurate virus detection test:
From 2 hours to 5 * days

Accurate antibody detection test:
From 30 minutes to 5 * days

* depending on healthcare provider.

“We are surprised about the low 
demand for COVID-19 antibody 
testing. We thought it would be 
much higher.“
Yngvar Tveten, Chief Physician, Telemark Hospital.

Average speed
For the patient to receive 

results from a highly  
accurate test
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Test quality is important

There are many tests on the market  
to detect the virus itself and the 
antibodies against it. Not all are 
equally accurate. Telemark Hospital 
uses one of the market’s most 
sensitive antibody tests, which 
reduces the risk of false positives and 
false negative results.

“Studies show that our total antibody 
test, and our semi-quantitative IgG 
test is of very high quality and is 
among the very best on the market. 
Both methods detect antibodies to the 
S1RBD antigen, an antigen that is 
included in the development of 
several potential vaccines. We have 
great faith in our tests to be used to 
determine immunity status when we 
hopefully soon have a vaccine in 
place, says Petter Søberg in 
Siemens Healthineers.

“We have compared several tests, and 
the test from Siemens Healthineers 
has so far given unambiguous 
answers,” says Yngvar.

Human cell

ACE2 Receptor

SARS-CoV-2

SARS-CoV-2 spike protein

The antibody test from Siemens Healthineers is 
designed to detect a spike protein receptor (S1RBD) 
on the surface of the SARS-CoV-2 virus. This protein 
receptor binds the virus to cells via a receptor 
(ACE2), which is found in organs such as the lungs, 
heart and blood vessels.

In Sweden, the health authorities say that if 
you are symptom-free and have antibodies, 
you have a reduced risk of being infected with 
COVID-19, and thus a reduced risk of 
transmitting the infection to others. It is 
recommended that everyone should be offered 
antibody testing at a regular patient fee.

In Norway it is different. Here, the cost of 
antibody testing is covered via the state’s 
reimbursement scheme only if there is a 
clinical indication for testing. This means that 
if you have recovered after a period of illness 
and want to know if you have had COVID-19, 
this must be covered by your own pocket.

Many who were ill in March and April never got 
tested due to lack of capacity.

“For them, it can be important to know if they 
have had Covid-19 or not. In addition, many 
people get infected with the coronavirus 
without noticing that they are sick. It will also be 
interesting to map how the level of antibodies 
develops in these patients. We have sent out 
information to all GPs in our region and 
informed that we can perform antibody testing, 
says Ann-Christin Dahl, section leader in the 
laboratory.

“No one has so far requested an antibody test at 
my doctor’s office. But this it is probably related 
to low occurrence in the area,” says Adnan 
Warraish, GP in Sandefjord. 

He says it is probably interesting for many to 
check if they have antibodies or not, and that 
the test is easily available, but that we currently 
do not have enough knowledge about the virus 
to be able to draw any reasonable conclusions 
from the answer.

“We will see how it develops in the future. New 
research indicates that you can be immune for 
up to 6 months after infection, but then it can 
be uncertain when you got the infection. If you 
are diagnosed with antibodies, you still must 
follow the quarantine restrictions, according to 
the Norwegian authorities,” Adnan Warraish 
explains.

Hopefully it does not take too long before the 
research gives us some more answers.  
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“The amount of antibodies 
 seems to be related to 
how sick the patients 
have been.” 
Yngvar Tveten, Chief Physician, Telemark Hospital.

“If the demand for 
antibody testing 
increases, we are ready. 
Then it is important to 
analyze the tests with 
an efficient laboratory 
automation.”

Astrid Bjøreid,  
Bioengineer, Telemark 
Hospital

At Telemark Hospital, all employees with 
detected COVID-19 virus have been tested for 
antibodies.

“The amount of antibodies seems to be related 
to how sick the patients have been,” says Yngvar 
Tveten.

Vaccination and antibody testing

Knowledge of immunity is a necessary tool in 
the development of a vaccine. Antibody testing 
may say something about whether the vaccine 
has the necessary effect. Yngvar believes it will 
be too resource-intensive with a comprehensive 
antibody test in advance of a vaccine.

“It may on the other hand be appropriate after 
vaccination, for example to get an answer on 
whether there is a need for a revaccination,” he 
says.

Do you think we get a vaccine that works?

“Time will show. Maybe it will be as with the 
flu vaccine, where we need to be vaccinated 
several times.” 


