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Abstract 
Statement of the Problem: One of the main areas where antibiotic overuse occurs is within primary care. Although most respiratory tract infections (RTIs) e.g. pharyngitis (sore throat) are self-limiting viral infections, antibiotic use persists. Real-world evidence was used to gather insight into antibiotic use in the UK for RTIs, specifically sore throats, and whether prescribing has changed over time. Methodology & Theoretical Orientation: Prescribing data were extracted from >8 million de-identified electronic health records from ≈8,500 UK primary care practices, between October 2017 – October 2021. The real-world longitudinal patient dataset used a representative demographic proportion (150 practices) of the UK population, filtered to identify patients with a diagnosis of sore throat, tonsillitis, laryngitis, or, glandular fever within 14 days of an antibiotic prescription. Findings: ≈72% of patients with sore throat prescribed antibiotics were over 18 years. Overall, there was only a 2% reduction in the percentage of patients diagnosed with sore throat that received a prescription between 2017 (45%) and 2021 (43%). Despite a decline in absolute number of sore throat patients over the 5 years, the percentage of ‘treated’ sore throat patients with a diagnosis increased in the last 2 years. For sore throat patients, there was an apparent reduction of ≈52% in the number of antibiotic prescriptions from March 2020 vs. April 2020, coinciding with the COVID-19 pandemic. A gradual increase was noted from May 2021; this increase became more noticeable in September 2021, by 58% vs. August 2021. Conclusion & Significance: Within the diagnoses analysed, the number of antibiotic prescriptions issued was the second highest in patients with sore throat. With a gradual return to pre-COVID-19 primary care consultations for sore throat, an increasing trend of antibiotic prescribing is apparent, offering opportunities for greater interventions.
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Figure 1: Number of antibiotic prescriptions in the UK by year issued to patients with sore throat, tonsillitis, and laryngitis.
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