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MEMORANDUM #135

TO: UNC Hospitals Attending Physicians, Housestaff, Department Heads, Nursing staff and
Supervisors
FROM: John Schmitz, Ph.D., Assoc. Director, Clinical Microbiology/Immunology Laboratorie%

Peter Gilligan, Ph.D., Director, Clinical Microbiology/Immunology Laboratories %/
Herbert C. Whinna, M.D., Ph.D., Director, McLendon Clinical Laboratories /}dﬂl/
DATE: May 20, 2011

SUBJECT: RMSF Serologic Testing

Beginning 5/23/2011 the Immunology Laboratory will no longer offer latex agglutination (LA) testing
for Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever (RMSF) antibody. The laboratory will continue to perform the
Indirect Fluorescent Antibody (IFA) on all sera.

Antibody testing for RMSF is at best a confirmatory diagnostic tool due to the fact that antibodies to R.
rickettsiae are not detectable during the first 7 — 9 days after onset of disease. Thus, a negative result
during acute RMSF does not exclude infection with R. rickettsiae. In addition, a positive result on a
single serum sample does not confirm a diagnosis of a current RMSF infection as antibodies can persist
for years after infection. Antibody testing is most informative when both acute and convalescent sera
(collected 2 — 3 weeks after the acute sample) are tested and demonstrate a 4-fold or greater increase in
titer.

Of the serologic tests available for laboratory confirmation of an RMSF diagnosis, the IFA test is
considered the gold standard. Analysis of UNC testing data indicates that the LA test fails to detect
antibody in a significant number of patients that have undergone seroconversion or a 4-fold increase in
titer to R. rickettsiae determined by IFA testing. Based on the general limitations of serologic testing for
RMSF and the apparent lower sensitivity of the LA test, the Inmunology Laboratory will no longer offer
LA testing.

Should an IgM specific RMSF test be desired, samples can be referred to Mayo Medical Laboratories via
the referral testing laboratory.

Questions regarding this change can be addressed to Dr. Schmitz at 966-8453.
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