
Clinical signs Typically present;
pyrexia (fever), lethargy,
nasal discharge, lymph
node swelling in the head 
and neck, coughing

Typically absent Typically absent Typically absent,
occasional 
purulent nasal 
discharge

Nasopharyngeal
swab PCR

Typically positive Intermittently 
positive

Intermittently 
positive

Intermittently 
positive

Guttural pouch
lavage PCR

Initially negative Positive Positive Positive

Serology Unlikely to be 
positive until 
day 7 - 14

Positive Diminishing 
response

Can be positive or
negative

Acute
infection

STRANGLES
SAMPLING TIMELINE

Longer-term
shedder

Potential intervention point in a well
managed outbreak

Short-term
shedder

Transition to
chondroids

Adapted from Rendle et al., 2021. Streptococcus equi infections: current
best practice in the diagnosis and management of ‘strangles’
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OCT 2026

THE WHAT, WHY AND WHEN?

Strangles is a highly contagious bacterial disease caused
by infection with Streptococcus equi (S. equi). This guide
explains how your vet will select the most appropriate
diagnostic tests depending on likely stage of infection

Factors affecting outcome: 
How much bacteria the horse came in to contact with (infectious dose) 
Possibly the severity of the strain of S. equi a horse has been exposed to
The horse’s existing immunity (after disease or vaccination) and immunocompetence

Each outbreak of strangles has the potential to
involve all horses on a yard

There are different ways to test for the presence of
(agent detection) or exposure to (antibody detection) 
S. equi and the test chosen can depend on the stage 
of infection

THREE CONSIDERATIONS

WHAT ARE THE TESTS?

Check temperatures daily: pyrexia (fever;
usually ≥38.5 degC) is your earliest warning sign
before a horse typically becomes infectious

Timing is everything: testing too early or too
late can lead to false negatives as the bacteria
might not yet be being shed. Always follow your
vet's timeline

Confirm freedom from disease: never move 
a horse out of quarantine until post-infection
screening confirms they aren't still infectious

Checks swabs or washes directly for the
bacteria or its genetic material. Tells us if the
horse is actively shedding

Molecular: identifies the bacteria’s DNA
(genetic fingerprint)
Culture: grows live bacteria on agar plates
in the lab (less sensitive than molecular)

AGENT DETECTION
(Molecular & Culture)

ANTIBODY DETECTION
(Serology)
Looks for the horse's immune response in a
blood sample. Tells us if the horse was exposed
recently or in the past

Turn over to learn more about
each test and when your vet will
choose them



Test Type What It Measures   Why Use It?   When To Use It?

Agent
detection:
Molecular

Detects bacterial DNA from
swabs or guttural pouch
washes

Standard lab tests
(qPCR): samples are sent
to a diagnostic laboratory
for detailed analysis
In-practice tests
(LAMP/ii-PCR): benchtop
machines allow vets to
analyse samples in
practice for much faster
results. May be referred
to as point-of-care or PoC
tests

Speed: qPCR tests can
return results the same
day, with benchtop
machines able to provide
results in less than an hour,
but testing large batches
can take much longer 
Sensitivity (‘True Positive
Rate’): agent detection tests
can detect low levels of
bacterial DNA in samples
making them more
accurate than culture alone

Acute infection: when a
horse has clinical signs such
as a snotty nose or abscesses
Post-infection: typically, 4
weeks after clinical signs have
stopped. Ideally a guttural
pouch sample to confirm the
horse has completely cleared
the infection
Subclinical screening:
investigating possible carriage
of S. equi. Either as part of
quarantine or after a positive
serology result triggering
further testing

Agent
detection:
Culture

A sample is streaked onto an
agar plate to see if live
bacteria are present in the
sample and how much/well it
grows. 
Further tests are done to
confirm the specific species is
Streptococcus equi

Live bacteria: confirms
viable infection
Sensitivity testing: allows
antibiotic susceptibility
testing to be conducted and
best direct treatment,
should that be necessary

Best used alongside molecular
agent detection tests

Limitations: far less sensitive
than PCR, takes 24-48hrs to
return a result rather than
hours
Advised to not be used as
the sole testing method
when investigating strangles

Antibody
detection:
Serology

A blood test detects the
immune response to S. equi
by measuring antibody levels,
indicating whether a horse
has had recent exposure

Less-invasive: simple
blood sample
Exposure marker: shows if
the horse been exposed to
S. equi recently, but not that
it is infectious

Outbreak management:
best used during or
immediately after an
outbreak to distinguish
exposed horses (requiring
further testing) from those
not exposed
As part of a new-arrivals
quarantine, if not screening
with guttural pouch washes:
paired blood tests taken 2
weeks apart during
quarantine to identify horses
that may have been exposed
or incubating disease prior to
joining the main herd

(PCR /
iiPCR /
LAMP)

www.equinesurveillance.org Connect with us →

WHAT TO DO IF YOU SUSPECT
STRANGLES:

Isolate immediately: move the horse to a strict isolation area
and assign dedicated equipment and ideally separate staff

Contact your vet: seek veterinary advice as soon as possible
and discuss testing to confirm the presence of S. equi / strangles
infection

Follow a traffic light disease risk management system: 
RED GROUP: suspected or confirmed cases kept away from
other horses. AMBER GROUP: horses that have had contact with
infected horses in the last three weeks that could be incubating
disease. GREEN GROUP: horses that have had no contact with
infected horses, or their contacts in the last three weeks

For more
information
about 
strangles, 
scan here
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