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POOLED COVID-19 TESTS COULD HELP SCALE UP TESTING AND IDENTIFY & 
CONTAIN DISEASE HOTSPOTS 
  
Researchers at Texas A&M University, CDDEP, and Princeton assessed the 
feasibility of pooled RT-PCR testing to vastly increase testing for Covid-19. 
 

Washington, DC – The current outbreak of the novel coronavirus COVID-19 has stretched 
resources to the limit in many countries. RT-PCR (real time) has been deployed but is not 
scalable due to the lack of testing equipment and consumables. Furthermore, a targeted public 
health response requires extensive testing data on a scale that is prohibitively resource-intensive 
in many low- and middle-income countries. Without accurate identification of COVID-19 
clusters, it may be difficult for countries to contain localized outbreaks.  
 
 
“Testing samples from multiple patients with a single PCR test, also known as pooled sampling, 
has been used previously in the early stages of the HIV epidemic when PCR costs were high.  
Here, we found that the use of a pooled testing strategy could reduce the time, cost, and 
resources required whilst identifying infected people in a population and estimating the 
infection rate. This would allow us to identify community clusters for targeted public health 
interventions,” says Ramanan Laxminarayan, study author and CDDEP Director and Senior 
Fellow.  
 
The researchers used mathematical analysis to explore efficient pooling strategies using this 
technique. For a population containing 256 sampled individuals, where the maximum number 
of samples in a single pool is 64 (as pooling more samples may be beyond practical testing 
limits), with only 7.3 tests on the average, it could be possible to distinguish between 
prevalences of 1% and 5%, with a 95% probability of detection. 
 
“This means that rather than testing all 256 individuals in the population, which would be highly 
costly, with an average of 7.3 tests, a 5% prevalence of COVID-19 can be detected using this 
method,” said Krishna Narayanan, professor at Texas A&M University.   
 
The study titled, “Pooling RT-PCR or NGS samples has the potential to cost-effectively generate 
estimates of COVID-19 prevalence in resource limited environments” by Krishna R Narayanan, 
Isabel Frost, Anoosheh Heidarzadeh, Katie K Tseng, Sayantan Banerjee, Jacob John, Ramanan 
Laxminarayan is online at MedRxiv.   
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About the Center for Disease Dynamics, Economics & Policy  
The Center for Disease Dynamics, Economics & Policy (CDDEP) produces independent, 
multidisciplinary research to advance the health and wellbeing of human populations around 
the world. CDDEP projects are global in scope, spanning Africa, Asia, and North America and 
include scientific studies and policy engagement. The CDDEP team is experienced in addressing 
country-specific and regional issues, as well as the local and global aspects of global challenges, 
such as antibiotic resistance and pandemic influenza. CDDEP research is notable for innovative 
approaches to design and analysis, which are shared widely through publications, presentations 
and web-based programs. CDDEP has offices in Washington, D.C. and New Delhi and relies on a 
distinguished team of scientists, public health experts and economists. 
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