
March 15, 2020 

To:  All Medical Staff Members and Allied Practitioners 
 
From:  Tom Presbrey, MD   

William Hearn, DO 
   
 
Subject:  The Use of Imaging in COVID-19 
 
Dear Colleagues: 
 
As COVID-19 spreads in the U.S., there is growing interest in the role and appropriateness of chest 
radiographs and computed tomography for the screening, diagnosis and management of patients with 
suspected or known COVID-19 infection. Contributing to this interest are limited availability of viral testing 
kits to date, concern for test sensitivity from earlier reports in China, and the growing number of 
publications describing the CXR and CT appearance in the setting of known or suspected COVID-19 
infection. 
 
The findings on chest imaging in COVID-19 are not specific, and overlap with other infections, 
including influenza, H1N1, SARS and MERS. Being in the midst of the current flu season with a much 
higher prevalence of influenza in the U.S. than COVID-19 further limits the specificity of CT.  The CDC 
does not currently recommend CXR or CT to diagnose COVID-19. Viral testing remains the only 
specific method of diagnosis. 
 
 
The American College of Radiology (ACR) currently recommends: 
 
• CT should not be used to screen for or as a first-line test to diagnose COVID-19. 
• CT should be used sparingly and reserved for hospitalized, symptomatic patients with specific clinical 

indications for CT. 
• A review from the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews on chest radiographs for acute lower 

respiratory tract infections  concluded that CXR did not improve clinical outcomes (duration of illness) 
for patients with lower respiratory tract infection. 

 
The findings of COVID-19 on CT are of low specificity.  If a patient with the findings has been scanned, or 
a patient with the actual diagnosis is scanned, the room has to be shut down and cleaned for 70 minutes.  
This will seriously impede our ability to scan all patients for any clinical reason. 
 
We are asking that you follow the recommendations of the ACR as they stand now.  
 
 
Additionally, we are asking you to review the clinical algorithms found at: 
 
https://www.leehealth.org/coronavirus-physician-resources 
 
These algorithms DO NOT include CT scanning. 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24369343
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24369343
https://www.leehealth.org/coronavirus-physician-resources
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