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Implementing Back-up (delayed) Antibiotic Prescribing 
Introduction 
Concerns exist regarding antibiotic prescribing owing to adverse reactions, cost, and 
antibacterial resistance. This is particularly pertinent to respiratory tract infections (RTIs) as these 
account for 46% of antibiotics of prescribing in primary care even though 70% are viral, and 
many others are minor self-limiting bacterial infections.  

In a recently updated Cochrane review the author concluded delayed antibiotics for people with 
acute respiratory infection reduced antibiotic use compared to immediate antibiotics (31% Vs 
93%) but was not shown to be different to no antibiotics in terms of symptom control and disease 
complications. Where clinicians feel it is safe not to prescribe antibiotics immediately for people 
with RTIs, no antibiotics with advice to return if symptoms do not resolve is likely to result in the 
least antibiotic use while maintaining similar patient satisfaction and clinical outcomes.  

The following information is intended to facilitate GP practices in implementing a back-up 
(delayed) antibiotic prescribing system.   

Implementation 
• Patients may be more likely to understand and accept a back-up antibiotic prescription if you

discuss two key points:
1. Reason for giving it
o It can be helpful to provide reassurance that there is no need for an immediate

antibiotic prescription and, if given, the patient is more likely to experience the side
effects of antibiotics rather than the benefits.

o Although the illness is likely to be self-limiting, acknowledge that it is not possible to
predict exactly how the illness will progress.

o You would like the patient to have access to antibiotics should their symptoms get
worse or not improve as expected.

2. Specific number of days to wait e.g. ‘wait another 2 days and start the antibiotic if you are
not feeling any better by then’.
o It is important to be specific as your patient may worry about waiting too long if they are

not confident about when to start the antibiotics.
o Advice and ‘time to wait’ should be tailored to the patient’s current experience of the

infection, the prior duration and expected natural history, their co-morbidities, and their
ability to access antibiotics in a timely manner.

• The RCGP has produced helpful leaflets that can support your verbal advice and help patients
remember it. They include self-care and safety-netting advice. These are incorporated into
templates in Ardens, SystmOne and EMIS web and can be printed or sent via AccuRx link (for
advice please ask your Medicines Optimisation Pharmacist).

• All prescribers in the practice and admin staff should be aware of delayed prescriptions for it
to work effectively

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6372405/pdf/CD004417.pdf
https://elearning.rcgp.org.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=12646
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• The format used to give back-up antibiotic prescriptions makes little difference to antibiotic
use. Options include:

o Giving a paper prescription with advice to get it dispensed if needed.
o Asking the patient to collect a prescription from an agreed location if needed e.g.

reception or a pharmacy if using the Electronic Prescription Service (EPS).
o Writing a post-dated prescription.
o Asking the patient to contact the practice again to obtain a prescription.

• Integrating digital tools such as consultation templates (e.g. Ardens), digital
messaging services, and use of SNOMED codes enhances patient engagement for
consistent, high-quality care delivery.

• To capture the use of back-up/delayed antibiotic prescriptions in your practice, all
prescribers should be encouraged to use the relevant READ/SNOMED codes for
'deferred' antibiotics. The code should appear when ‘deferred antibiotic’ is typed.

• Practical hints and tips on how back-up antibiotic prescriptions can be issued using the
Electronic Prescribing Service (EPS) on EMIS Web, SystmOne and using Ardens templates
can be found below.

Prescribing a back-up antibiotic using Ardens Templates on SystmOne 
• When a patient presents with a common infection e.g. sore throat, the clinician may choose

to use an Ardens template for the consultation. The template gives an option to provide the
patient with a RCGP patient information leaflet, then continue to issue a back-up antibiotic
prescription.

• Please see example below for sore throat:
o Access the Ardens template via Auto consultations – Ardens Conditions

Infections – Sore Throat
o Click on the RCGP leaflet button. This will open the SystmOne New Letter

screen and then the leaflet in Word.

READ codes (e.g., 
EMIS, Vision) 

SNOMED code 
(SystmOne) 

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 

https://elearning.rcgp.org.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=12647
https://elearning.rcgp.org.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=12647
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• Amend the leaflet as required – then save to the patient record. This can be printed
or sent via AccuRx.

• After providing the patient with the leaflet, continue to prescribe the back-up
antibiotic prescription by choosing either the formulary button or formulary tab on the
Ardens template. Click on new acute, do not click on the formulary drug buttons
(you cannot add additional directions when choosing these). Choose the drug and
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then prescribe following the steps below, changing the start date and ensuring it is 
clear to the patient and the pharmacy that this is a back-up (delayed) prescription.  

To prescribe a back-up (delayed) antibiotic on SystmOne 
• After selecting the antibiotic of choice, the prescriber must amend the Medication start date on

the template. Note the prescription will not be visible to retail pharmacies until this date.

• The prescriber should add some additional text on the dose line to indicate to the pharmacy
that the script is for a delayed antibiotic (e.g. “This is a back-up (delayed) antibiotic
prescription, if the patient does not request by …(date)…. please mark the item as not
dispensed”). If this information is added as a script note the pharmacy might miss the
information and dispense the antibiotic rather than waiting for the patient to request it.
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• The pharmacy should be made aware of the process and be able to explain to patients why
their prescription has been delayed. The pharmacy should mark any unclaimed prescriptions
as “not dispensed” as opposed to sending back up the spine.

Prescribing a back-up antibiotic using Ardens Templates on EMIS web 
When a patient presents with a common infection e.g. sore throat the clinician may 
choose to use an Ardens template for the consultation. The template gives an option to 
provide the patient with a RCGP patient information leaflet and then continue to issue a 
back-up antibiotic prescription. 

• Start a consultation and choose ‘Add’ then ‘Data using Template’, search for the relevant
template from the Template Picker.

• The resources tab within the Ardens template has links to patient information leaflets that
can be printed or sent via Accurx.

• Prescribe a delayed antibiotic using the process explained on the next page.
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To prescribe a back-up antibiotic on EMIS web 
• Add the chosen antibiotic to the patient’s medical records and issue in the usual way.
• Before ‘approving and completing’ use the dropdown postdate box to choose the required

date, as shown below.

Then click on the Pharmacy Message option as shown below. Add a message to the 
pharmacy to indicate that the script is for a back-up (delayed) antibiotic, asking them to only 
dispense the item if the patient requests it (e.g. “This is a back-up (delayed) antibiotic 
prescription, if the patient does not request by ….(date)….please mark the item as not 
dispensed”). 

• The pharmacy should be made aware of the process and be able to explain to patients why
their prescription has been delayed. The pharmacy should mark any unclaimed prescriptions
as “not dispensed” as opposed to sending back up the spine.
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