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How many times have you had a sore throat and thought, “Oh, I hope it’s not strep!” 
Well, you are not alone. Many Americans have been faced with a similar question. The 
truth is that it can be very hard to tell if you have strep throat or not, just based on your 
symptoms. It is important to visit your doctor if you are concerned. They can do a test to 
help decide what type of infection you have. The biggest question is whether or not you 
have an infection in your throat called “strep throat”. If bacteria are causing the infection, 
then your doctor can give you antibiotics to help get rid of the infection. 
 
Strep throat in adults is not very common. It 
is much more common in children. When 
you go to the doctor for your sore throat 
they will ask you several questions about 
what you have been experiencing. These 
will include, “Have you had a fever? Have 
you had a cough? Do you have painful, 
swollen bumps on the front and sides of 
your neck? Have you looked in your throat 
and seen ‘white stuff’ on your tonsils?” 
These questions are all important because 
they help your doctor decide if you need 
additional tests to determine if you have strep throat. They also help your doctor decide 
how likely it is that you have strep throat before they order the test. This can be helpful in 
some cases, such as if someone was unable to return to clinic or be reached by phone 
once their test results returned.  
 
It is not very likely that your doctor will give you antibiotics based only on your 
symptoms. Some specific symptoms, like “white stuff” on your tonsils, make it slightly 
more likely that you have strep throat, but no one thing allows your doctor to say for sure 
that you have strep throat or not. It is important to tell your doctor what you have been 
feeling and experiencing, so they can decide if they to take a swab of your throat for a 
rapid strep test. If the rapid test is negative then there is no need to do a second test 
because the chance of having strep throat as an adult is fairly low. 
 
If the rapid strep test comes back positive when you have a sore throat, your doctor will 
prescribe a short-course of antibiotics to you. It is important to take the antibiotics as 
prescribed because sometime strep throat can cause a few unwanted side effects if it does 
not get treated correctly. If the rapid test is negative then your doctor may want to do a 
second test called a throat culture to be sure that you do not have strep throat. This test 
takes a couple of days to come back and your doctor will usually call you with the results. 
 
Additional Resources: 



This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Family Medicine Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is to 
present information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does not 
necessarily reflect the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and 
faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
information provided may no longer be up-to-date since it has not been reviewed since the date 
of creation.  The information provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 
disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a medical emergency, 
immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
 

 
NIH: 
http://www.niaid.nih.gov/topics/strepthroat/Pages/Default.aspx 
 
MedlinePlus: 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/streptococcalinfections.html 
 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ency/article/000655.htm 
 
Mayo Clinic: 
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/strep-throat/DS00260/DSECTION=symptoms 
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