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TEST

Streptococcal screen

A throat swab test that looks for group A streptococcal bacteria causing strep throat.

WHAT IT MEASURES

Group A streptococcal bacteria or their markers in the throat

SAMPLE

Swab from the tonsils and back of the throat

FASTING NEEDED?

No

HOW LONG IT TAKES

About five minutes

RESULTS IN

Minutes to two days; varies by test and laboratory

USED FOR

Diagnosing group A strep throat

MAIN LIMITATION

Rapid tests can miss infections, especially with a poor swab

Overview

A streptococcal screen usually means a throat swab used to look for group A Streptococcus

bacteria. These bacteria can cause strep throat and scarlet fever.

The sample may be tested in one of three ways. A rapid antigen test looks for bacterial

proteins and can give a result within minutes. A molecular test looks for bacterial genetic

material. A throat culture grows bacteria in a laboratory and usually takes longer.

Despite the word "screen," this test is mainly used to diagnose people who have symptoms.

Routine testing of people without symptoms is generally not useful because some people

carry the bacteria without being ill.

This article covers group A strep testing of the throat. It is not the group B streptococcal

screening test offered during pregnancy, which uses vaginal and rectal swabs.

Why the test is ordered

A sore throat can be caused by bacteria, viruses, irritation, or other conditions. Symptoms
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alone do not always show which is responsible.

Testing helps determine whether group A strep is present. This can guide decisions about

antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline . Antibiotics do not treat viral sore throats, so testing

may help avoid taking them when they are unlikely to help.

A clinician may consider testing when symptoms include:

Cough, a runny nose, hoarseness, mouth ulcers, and red eyes are more suggestive of a viral

infection. Testing is often unnecessary when clear viral symptoms are present.

- Sudden sore throat and pain when swallowing

- Fever

- Red or swollen tonsils, sometimes with white patches

- Tender glands at the front of the neck

- A fine, rough-feeling rash associated with scarlet fever

Who should have the test

The test is mainly used for children and adults with symptoms that could be caused by group A

strep. The decision also considers age, examination findings, recent exposure, and local

patterns of infection.

Group A strep throat is uncommon in children younger than 3. Testing at this age is usually

reserved for selected situations, such as compatible symptoms combined with close

household exposure.

People without symptoms are not usually tested after ordinary contact with someone who has

strep throat. Testing may be considered during certain outbreaks or when advised by public

health or infection specialists.

A throat streptococcal screen should not be used to check for group B strep during pregnancy

or to investigate a skin, wound, or bloodstream infection. Those situations require different

samples and tests.

How to prepare

No fasting is needed. You can usually eat, drink, and take your regular medicines before the

appointment.

Tell the person arranging the test if you are taking, or recently took, an antibiotic. Antibiotics
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can reduce the number of bacteria in the throat and may cause a negative result even when

group A strep was recently present.

No special clothing or recovery arrangements are needed. If you have a strong gag reflex or

have previously found throat swabs difficult, mention this before the sample is taken.

What happens during the test

You will be asked to open your mouth and may be asked to say "ah." A light and tongue

depressor may be used to help the healthcare professional see the back of your throat.

A sterile swab is rubbed over the tonsils and the back of the throat. The swab should avoid the

tongue, cheeks, and teeth because touching these areas can contaminate the sample or

reduce its quality.

The collection takes only a few seconds. It may feel uncomfortable and can briefly make you

gag, cough, or feel as though you need to swallow.

The swab is then tested immediately or sent to a laboratory. If a rapid antigen result is

negative, the same sample or a second swab may sometimes be used for culture or molecular

testing.

Understanding your results

Results are usually reported as positive, detected, negative, or not detected. This is not

normally a test with a universal numerical reference range.

A positive result means the test found group A strep bacteria or a marker associated with

them. In someone with suitable symptoms, this supports a diagnosis of strep throat. However,

the test cannot always distinguish an active infection from carriage, where bacteria are

present without causing the illness.

A negative rapid antigen result means the test did not detect the bacterial protein. It does not

completely rule out strep throat because rapid antigen tests can miss some infections.

In children and teenagers, clinical guidance commonly recommends confirming a negative

rapid antigen test with a throat culture when strep throat is still suspected. Follow-up culture is

not routinely needed for most adults because serious complications such as acute rheumatic

fever are much less common, although local practice and individual circumstances differ.

Molecular tests generally find more infections than rapid antigen tests and may not need

culture confirmation. A culture may still be useful when the result does not fit the symptoms or
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when the laboratory needs live bacteria for further testing.

Ranges, reporting methods, and interpretation vary by laboratory, age, sex, pregnancy status,

medicines, and clinical context. For a throat strep test, symptoms, age, recent antibiotics, and

the type of test usually have the greatest effect on interpretation.

What affects the results

Several factors can produce a misleading result even when the laboratory performs the test

correctly.

Swab technique: The swab needs to make good contact with both tonsillar areas and the back

of the throat. A brief or poorly positioned swab may collect too little material and cause a

false-negative result.

Timing: Bacterial levels may be low early in the illness. They may also fall as the infection

improves or after treatment begins.

Antibiotics: Recent or current antibiotics can suppress bacterial growth. This is particularly

important for throat culture because the bacteria must remain alive to grow.

Carrier status: Some healthy people carry group A strep in their throat. If a carrier develops an

unrelated viral sore throat, the strep test may be positive even though a virus is causing the

symptoms.

Test type: Rapid antigen, molecular, and culture tests do not look for exactly the same thing. A

molecular test may detect small amounts of bacterial genetic material, including material

remaining after a recent infection.

Sample handling: Delays, unsuitable transport conditions, or contamination can affect culture

results. Laboratories use collection and transport procedures intended to reduce this risk.

Food, coffee, exercise, and the time of day do not usually have a meaningful effect on whether

group A strep is detected.

Accuracy and limitations

No throat test finds every case of strep throat.

Rapid antigen tests are good at confirming infection when the result is positive, so

false-positive results are uncommon. However, they miss more infections than properly

collected cultures or molecular tests. Performance differs between test brands and may be

affected by how much bacteria the swab collects.
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Throat culture has traditionally been used as the comparison test because it can find infections

missed by rapid antigen testing. It can still be negative after antibiotics, when few bacteria are

present, or when the swab does not adequately sample the throat.

Molecular tests are more likely than rapid antigen tests to detect small amounts of group A

strep. This reduces missed infections but may increase detection of harmless carriage or

recently treated bacteria.

None of these tests proves that group A strep is causing every symptom. The result must be

interpreted alongside your examination, symptoms, age, exposure history, and recent

treatment.

Risks and complications

A throat swab may briefly cause gagging, coughing, watering eyes, or minor throat discomfort.

Serious complications are not expected, and you can return to normal activities immediately.

What happens next

A positive result is usually reviewed with your symptoms before treatment is recommended. If

antibiotics are prescribed, take them exactly as directed and complete the course unless the

prescriber tells you otherwise.

If a rapid test is negative, you may be asked to wait for a culture result. This is routine follow-up

rather than a sign that something serious has been found. Ask how you will receive the final

result and whether you should avoid school, work, or close contact while waiting.

Arrange routine medical follow-up if symptoms are not improving, return after treatment, or

become noticeably worse.

Seek urgent medical care if you cannot swallow fluids, are becoming dehydrated, have marked

neck swelling, or have severe worsening pain. Call emergency services for difficulty breathing,

blue or grey lips or skin, confusion, collapse, or drooling with an inability to swallow.

Common questions

Can I drink coffee before a strep test?

Yes. Fasting is not required, and coffee is not known to change the result. Follow any specific

instructions given by the testing service.
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Does the time of day matter?

Usually not. The test can be collected at any time the clinic or laboratory offers it.

Can I exercise beforehand?

Yes. Exercise does not normally affect whether group A strep is found in a throat swab.

Can I brush my teeth before the test?

Usually, yes. Routine toothbrushing is not expected to change the result. Avoid applying

antiseptic products directly to the throat unless you have been told to use them.

How quickly will I know the result?

Rapid antigen tests may provide a result during the appointment. Molecular testing may take

minutes to a day, while culture commonly takes one to two days. Turnaround varies by

laboratory.

Can I test positive after I feel better?

Yes. Bacteria or their genetic material may remain detectable after symptoms improve. Some

people also carry group A strep without symptoms, so the timing and reason for testing

matter.

Sources

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Clinical Guidance for Group A Streptococcal
Pharyngitis.

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Testing for Strep Throat or Scarlet Fever.

- MedlinePlus. Strep A Test. U.S. National Library of Medicine.

- Shulman ST, Bisno AL, Clegg HW, et al. Clinical Practice Guideline for the Diagnosis and
Management of Group A Streptococcal Pharyngitis. Clinical Infectious Diseases .
2012;55(10):e86-e102.

- Cohen JF, Bertille N, Cohen R, Chalumeau M. Rapid antigen detection test for group A
streptococcus in children with pharyngitis. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews .
2016;7:CD010502.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 6 of 6


