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Why a culture? Isn’t a serology enough? 
Serologic tests for Lyme are indirect tests- because they measure antibody levels, they do not 
indicate whether an infection is currently present. They can only indicate possible past exposure. 
Once positive, they tend to remain positive for variable periods, even years, even after treatment. 
Therefore they cannot be used as a marker for progress during treatment or for success of 
treatment. However, in contrast to serologies, a culture is a direct test and if positive, indicates 
that an infection was present at the time the specimen was taken. Additionally, cultures may be 
positive even in a patient who is seronegative. Collectively, this means the culture can be used 
not only to more reliably make the initial diagnosis, but it can be used to evaluate suspected 
treatment failures, relapses, and re-infections. 
 
How is a culture done? 
The sample is incubated and after ten to fourteen days it is tested by darkfield microscopy, 
polyclonal and monoclonal immunostaining, and by multivalent nested PCR. If Borrelia are seen 
then, a final report of a positive result is generated and sent to the practitioner. If no Borrelia are 
seen with these methods, then the sample is placed into Long Term Culture that is assayed once, 
at two months, and a final report is generated at that time. Less than half of the samples need the 
Long Term Culture. 
 
How accurate is it? 
So far, of the experimental samples, nearly all the CDC+, clear cut Lyme cases have been 
positive, and there have not been any instances of false positives or contamination. Sequencing 
data have shown that these all are Borrelia burgdorferi, but with wide strain variation 
 
Who should be cultured? 
The culture, as the Gold Standard of infectious diseases, should always be considered as the 
primary diagnostic test. However, the following are just some examples in which culturing is 
essential: suspected Lyme in a seronegative patient; in those with conflicting serologic results; 
Lyme patients who remain symptomatic despite prior treatment; in the newborn who may have 
received maternal Lyme antibodies; symptomatic Lyme-vaccinated patients in whom a serology 
may not be accurate; someone with a prior history of Lyme who is re-bitten; in the 
immunosuppressed in whom a false negative serology is more likely; in patients with concurrent 
illnesses that may have given rise to a false positive serology, etc. 
 
What are the collection guidelines? 

• Patients should be antibiotic-free and off antibacterial herbs for at least 4 weeks prior to 
collection. 

• Have symptoms and/or signs of active disease at the time of blood draw. 
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• The collection kit contains three red-top Vacutainer tubes. They must be filled fully to 

exclude as much oxygen as possible, and mailed out immediately at room temperature. 
The tubes should not be spun down. 

• Blood must reach the lab within 24 hours of being drawn!!! Be sure to send the 
specimen out the same day it is collected, and use the FedEx overnight mailers provided. 

• It has been suggested that the blood draw be scheduled for the afternoons if possible 
because that is when spirochetemia is more likely. However, be sure that FedEx will do 
an afternoon pickup for you. 

• Do not send any samples on Friday or Saturday as the lab is not open on weekends! 
 
How does one obtain this test? 
Simply contact Advanced Labs to order a blood collection kit. This kit and the return mailer are 
sent prepaid by Federal Express. NOTE: Based on the laws of Pennsylvania where we are 
located, the test can only be ordered by a medical practitioner defined by Pennsylvania as an 
MD, DO, CRNP, PA-C, and Certified Nurse Midwife. If you are an ND, and even if you may 
order tests in the state in which you practice, you still will need to have the test ordered by the 
type of practitioner on Pennsylvania’s approved list. Note that it cannot be ordered by the 
patient.  
 
How much does it cost? 
Currently the cost of the complete testing panel, including culture plus validation is $595.00. 
Because this lab does not participate in insurance plans, the sample must be sent prepaid by 
credit card or by check enclosed with the blood sample. We will provide a paid receipt which the 
patient may submit to their insurance carrier for reimbursement. 


