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Plain English summary

What is the problem?

Group B Streptococcus is a common bacterium found in the vagina and intestines of approximately
one in four women. Group B Streptococcus may be passed to the baby around birth and cause severe
infection. In the UK, women are offered antibiotics in labour to protect their baby from group B
Streptococcus infection when specific risk factors are present. Most women with risk factors do not
carry group B Streptococcus and their babies are unnecessarily exposed to antibiotics. Most women
carrying group B Streptococcus do not have risk factors and so will not be offered antibiotics to protect
their babies.

What did we plan to do?

We planned to find out if, for women with risk factors, a ‘rapid test’ in labour resulted in fewer women
receiving antibiotics compared with ‘usual care’. We also wanted to establish if the test correctly
identified if mothers were carrying group B Streptococcus, helped reduce infections in babies and
represented value for money.

What did we find?

We involved 1627 women (1700 babies) from 20 hospitals randomly allocated to rapid test or usual
care. Using the ‘rapid test’ did not reduce antibiotics provided to mothers (41% in rapid test units and
36% in usual-care units). The test correctly identified 86% of women carrying group B Streptococcus,
89% of those who did not and failed to provide a result in 14% of women. A rapid test policy resulted
in 13% fewer babies receiving antibiotics. The rapid test generated no cost savings when only the
mothers’ care was considered, but there was potential for reduced costs when including the newborns’
hospital stay.

What does this mean?

The rapid test is accurate; however, using it for women with risk factors for their baby developing
group B Streptococcus infection does not reduce antibiotic usage in mothers, although it does in babies.
Value for money is uncertain and depends on what costs are included.
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