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Antibiotic durations for common infections in adults 
 
NICE publish primary care prescribing guidelines for a range of common infection topics, which include recommendations 

on the choice, dose, and course length of antibiotics. Prescribing longer course lengths than guideline recommendations 

may lead to antibiotic overuse, increased risk of side effects and increased risk of antibiotic resistance. (1) 

A recent meta-analysis estimated that each additional day of antibiotic therapy is associated with a 4% increase in risk of 

side effects and a 3% increase in risk of resistance. (2) (3) 

Timeline depicting NICE recommended first line treatment course lengths for common infections. (4) 

 

KEY: Green for 0 days for some self-limiting conditions which don’t warrant antibiotics. Circle filled in blue for 5-day 

course lengths. Red for sore throat to prescribe with caution for persistent symptoms and/or confirmed Group A 

Streptococcus or Scarlet fever. 

Locally, primary care prescribing data suggests that the shortest effective courses of antibiotics are not consistently 
prescribed and there is considerable variation in the proportion of short and long course prescriptions. (1) 

Recommended course length can be found in the NICE antimicrobial prescribing guidance for primary care antimicrobial 
prescribing guidance for primary care 
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