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In the Northern hemisphere, cold and flu season usually strikes in late
fall and early winter. Both are really unpleasant, but can't be treated by
antibiotics because viruses cause the common cold and influenza.
Antibiotics treat bacterial infections, which, on average do not rise
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during the winter. So why do antibiotic prescriptions surge in the winter,
as recently found in the United Kingdom?

The answer is a bit unclear, but Antibiotic Research UK, who conducted
this research, concluded that doctors might feel pressure to prescribe 
antibiotics for illnesses that might be colds and flus. Within a single
20-minute visit to the doctor, it is unclear whether a virus or bacteria
might have caused a given respiratory illness. Prescribing a course of
antibiotic 'just in case' is often done, apparently with 97% of patients in
England who ask for antibiotic being given one. I have several times had
this experience at my GP in London, who says to only fill the
prescription if my illness doesn't go away on its own within a certain
period of time.

Although we know that over-prescribing is a problem, this study doesn't
tell us how many prescriptions are actually being filled, and then whether
people complete their course of antibiotics or not. Incompletion of
antibiotic courses is a major contributor to drug-resistant bacteria, such
as MRSA.

Another striking finding of this research was regional variation in
antibiotic prescribing across the country. Prescribing was lower in the
more well off areas in England, and higher in the worse off areas. In
London, antibiotic prescribing was 21% lower than in the North of
England (which is more deprived) in 2014. In the most deprived area of
England, Clacton-on-Sea, antibiotic prescribing rates are nearly twice the
national average.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/antibiotics/
http://www.antibioticresearch.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/EXASOL-Analyses_Antibiotic-Research-UK-Final-121115.pdf
http://www.antibioticresearch.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/EXASOL-Analyses_Antibiotic-Research-UK-Final-121115.pdf


 

  

What does geographic variation in antibiotic prescribing mean?

It could mean a lot of things. The fact that prescribing varies according
to the deprivation level of areas is somewhat telling. It could be that
poorer people, on average, are sick with illnesses that may require
antibiotics more often than well off people. It could also be due to other
demographic factors associated with deprivation in areas. Clacton-on-
Sea, the most deprived area in England with the highest antibiotic
prescription rates, also has a predominantly retired population. Older
people fall ill more often with acute illnesses such as pneumonia, which
does spike during the winter months. It could also be that doctors treat
and prescribe patients differently in different areas. Without more fine-
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grained data about individual people and the doctors who treat them, it
will be hard to fully explain these phenomena of seasonal and regional
variations in antibiotic prescriptions.

  More information: Sara Reardon. WHO warns against 'post-
antibiotic' era, Nature (2014). DOI: 10.1038/nature.2014.15135
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