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Test Methods for Diagnosis of Measles  

• Virus isolation  
• Serology 
      a) Anti-measles IgM antibody 
      b) Complement Fixation Test using  
           paired serum samples 
• RT-PCR 
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Samples required 

For PCR / virus culture 
• NPA 
• Throat swab 
• Nasopharyngeal flocked swab 
• Urine 
For serology: Measles IgM or paired sample  
for CFT 
• Clotted blood 

 
3 



4 



Serology: Measles IgM  
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Serology 
Measles IgM  
-    High sensitivity 
- False negative: up to 30% if sample taken 

within 4 days of rash onset.  Repeat 
sample is required 

- Positive IgM: acute infection or 
vaccination  
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Serology 

Complement fixation test (CFT) 
- Paired sample taken 10-14 days 

apart  
- ≥ 4 fold rise in measles antibody 

titre confirmed diagnosis 
- Rarely performed now 
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RT-PCR measles 

• High sensitivity especially within first 
3 days of rash onset 

• Can supplement gap in serology 
testing 
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Comparison of laboratory diagnostic methods for measles infection and identification of measles virus genotypes in Hong Kong 

Comparison of laboratory diagnostic methods for measles infection  
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Virus isolation 
• Takes a long time 
• Not the mainstay of diagnosis now 
• Obtain isolate for further genotyping 

and epidemiological study 
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Laboratory criteria for confirmed measles case 
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Manual for the 
Laboratory-based 
Surveillance of Measles, 
Rubella, and Congenital 
Rubella Syndrome 
(WHO 2018) 
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Manual for the Laboratory-
based Surveillance of 
Measles, Rubella, and 
Congenital Rubella 
Syndrome (WHO 2018) 
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Manual for the Laboratory-
based Surveillance of 
Measles, Rubella, and 
Congenital Rubella 
Syndrome (WHO 2018) 
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Summary 

• For laboratory confirmation of measles, 
collect respiratory sample (NPA or NPS) 
AND blood for measles IgM  

• Negative IgM collected within 4 days of 
rash onset should be repeated to rule out 
measles 

• Negative IgM collected ≥ 4 days of rash 
onset can safely exclude measles 
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