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• Understand the evidence 
• Recognise when back-up prescriptions are 

appropriate 
• Quick and easy tips on how to explain back-up 

antibiotic prescriptions to patients
• Learn different ways to issue back-up antibiotic 

prescriptions

Aims
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Terms

• Delayed prescriptions 
• ‘Back-up’ prescriptions
• Deferred antibiotics
• Just-in-case antibiotic

Always explain your intention to the patient
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1. Reduce patient use of antibiotics
2. Useful if unsure whether immediate antibiotic is 

needed 
3. Little difference in symptomatic benefit with 

immediate vs. back-up antibiotics
4. Increase patient’s ability to self-manage infections
5. Prevent complications 
6. Reduce re-consultations

Why use back-up antibiotic prescriptions?
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Back-up antibiotic prescriptions - Why?

Little P, et al. BMJ 2014; 348 :g1606 

doi:10.1136/bmj.g1606

1. Reduce patient use of antibiotics
2014 trial: Only one third of patients use antibiotics when 
given a back-up prescription

www.rcgp.org.uk/targetantibiotics
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Little, Williamson, Warner et al. BMJ . 
(1997) 314:722 - 727

English RCT comparing three treatment strategies for sore throat (n=582)

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions – Why?

2. Useful if unsure whether immediate antibiotic is needed at that time

www.rcgp.org.uk/targetantibiotics
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Total Duration 
untreated

Beneficial 
effect from 
antibiotics

NNT for one 
additional 
patient to 

benefit

NNT for one 
additional 

adverse effect

Otitis media 4 -12 days 8-12 hours 18 9

Sore throat 8 days 12-18 hours 6-20 15

Sinusitis 12-15 days 24 hours 18 8

Bronchitis 20-22 days 11-24 hours 10-22 24

Cochrane reviews Otitis media: Venekamp et al (2015); 
Sore throat: Spinks et al. 2013; Sinusitis: Leminengre M 
et al. (2012); bronchitis: Smith et al. (2014)

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions - Why?

3. Little difference in symptomatic benefit with immediate vs. back-up

www.rcgp.org.uk/targetantibiotics

7
25/11/2021 V1



https://www.bnf.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/09/summary-antimicrobial-
prescribing-guidance_aug-21_final.pdf
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Who is higher risk?
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97% not given 
a delayed 
script
(n=1676)

3% given a 
delayed script

Did not take 
the delayed 
antibiotic

59%

41%

75% of all respondents felt that it was acceptable to be 
offered a delayed script by their GP 

4. Increase patient’s ability to self-manage infections

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions - Why?

PHE 2021 General Public Health Seeking 
Behaviour for RTI survey – in presswww.rcgp.org.uk/targetantibiotics
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Base: All adults aged 18+ in England: 2021 (1676); 2020 (2052) : 
Fieldwork dates: 26 February to 2 March 2021

In general, do you support or oppose GPs, nurses or dentists or other healthcare professional 
prescribing ‘delayed / back-up’ antibiotic prescriptions for the following infections?
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% Strongly support % Tend to support % Neither/nor
% Tend to oppose % Strongly oppose % Don't know

2021 2020

63% 50%

59% 47%

54% 45%

% support

= significantly higher/lower than 2020

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions - Why?

PHE 2021 General Public Health Seeking 
Behaviour for RTI survey – in presswww.rcgp.org.uk/targetantibiotics

11

25/11/2021 V1



5/6. Prevent complications (as effectively as immediate antibiotic) & reduce re-
consultations (‘doctor shopping’/visits to OOH, A&E) 

www.rcgp.org.uk/targetantibiotics

Little/no difference in:
-Re-consultation
-Adverse effect
-Complications

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions - Why?

Spurling GKP, et al. 2017
DOI: 10.1002/14651858.CD004417.pub5. 
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Reassure patient
Acknowledge

• not possible to predict exactly how the illness               
will progress; 

• would like the patient to have access to 
antibiotics if no improvement

Reasons

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions –
How to explain/discuss

T: Be specific about illness 
timeline/usual course

‘A typical cough can take 3-4 weeks to clear completely.’

S: Explain shortcomings of 
antibiotics

Antibiotics don’t help with pain but side effects, such as diarrhoea, nausea and 
rash, can be experienced by up to 1 in 10 people.’

S: Self-care advice
‘Pain in the chest or throat is normal due to inflammation, you can take 
paracetamol, and/or ibuprofen, which will help the pain and soothe the 
inflammation.’

S: Safety-netting advice
Provide patients with specific information on red-flag symptoms and when they 
should seek further help
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Tailor advice to experience; history, co-morbidities, & their 
ability to access antibiotics

Number of 
days to wait

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions -
How to explain/discuss?
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1. Issue prescription but advise to get it dispensed only 
if needed

2. Post-dated prescription

3. Collect the prescription from an agreed location

4. Collect antibiotic now but only use if needed

5. Contact the practice again to get the prescription

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions - How?
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Back-up antibiotic prescriptions - How?

***Don’t forget to code your treatment choice***

READ codes 
(Emis, Vision)

SNOMED code 
(System One)

Definition

8BP0 2549788011 Deferred antibiotic therapy
8CAk 406111000000113 Patient advised to delay filling 

of prescription
8OAN 2462831000000113 Provision of TARGET Managing 

Your Common Infection (Self-
Care) Leaflet with back-up 
antibiotic prescription issued
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1. You are uncertain about how an infection might 
progress

2. The patient remains concerned about illness 
progression despite you discussing antibiotics

3. You are concerned that patient may need antibiotics 
when they will have limited access to medical care

www.rcgp.org.uk/targetantibiotics

Back-up antibiotic prescriptions - When?
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Back-up antibiotic prescriptions
Summary

Back-up antibiotics less effective c.f. no prescription 
of antibiotics in reducing antibiotic uptake?

• Yes - slightly higher rates of antibiotic use for 
back-up, but fine

• Back-up will reduce number of patients who 
come back to see you by 1/3
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Back-up antibiotic prescriptions
Summary

Medico-legal consequences?: complications

• Similar reduction in complications with back-up 
antibiotics & immediate antibiotics 

• Less complications in back-up antibiotics & 
immediate compared to no antibiotics

• Two very large cohorts to show that this the case
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Back-up antibiotic prescriptions
Summary

It takes more time?

• Part of good practice anyway!

• The key difference is advice about when to 
consider cashing in
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Thank you for all you are doing!

www.rcgp.org.uk/targetantibiotics

TARGETAntibiotics@phe.gov.uk

@TARGETabx
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Discussion
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