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The Australian Atlas of Healthcare Variation (the Atlas) is produced by the Australian Commission on Safety and
Quality in Health Care in partnership with the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare can be downloaded
at https://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/atlas/
 
The Atlas maps healthcare use across Australia to identify and promote investigation of variations in health care
use, reduce unwarranted variation and promote appropriate care by recommending actions. The third Atlas has
identified potential inappropriate use across a number of clinical areas. This includes the care provided to the
youngest members of the community in terms of data analysed for antibiotic dispensing.
 
Antibiotics dispensing in children, 9 years and under
 
Why is this important?
Much of current antibiotic use is inappropriate, with antibiotics being prescribed for viral illnesses when their use is
not indicated. More than 30 million prescriptions for antimicrobials were dispensed to people of all ages in the
Australian community in 2015, with no change in this number since 2008. There are harms associated with high
use of antibiotics. For example, development of bacterial resistance that means some antibiotics are no longer
effective in combating infections. Antimicrobial resistance is known to be increasing in Australia. Other potential
harms of high use of antibiotics are now being investigated. Antibiotic use in children is associated with a higher
risk of asthma, Crohn’s disease and weight gain, although researchers are still exploring these links.
 
What did the Atlas find?
In 2016-17, more than 3 million antibiotic prescriptions were dispensed for children aged 0-9 years.
Australia has high rates of antibiotic medicine use in children aged 0-9 years compared with other similar
countries. For example, the use of antibiotics in children of this age group in Australia is three times the rates of
Norway and the Netherlands.
 
The rate of dispensing of antibiotics to children aged 9 years and under is almost equivalent to one antibiotic
prescription annually per child in this age group in     Australia.
 
Most upper respiratory tract infections in children are due to viruses. Antibiotics are frequently prescribed despite
being ineffective in treating these infections.  There are harms associated with high use of antibiotics in children:

·         Antibiotics affect the normal gut bacteria, and this may increase the risk of autoimmune diseases such
as asthma and Crohn’s disease, and weight gain.
·         Increased antimicrobial resistance, meaning that antibiotic medicines may be less effective in the future
for the child and others in the community.

 
 What can be done ?
Improving antibiotic prescribing has been a focus of attention for many years, but there has been limited success
in reducing rates. Sustained and concerted efforts to ensure patient and community awareness of the potential
harms associated with antibiotic use in children are essential.
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Improving patient knowledge of the trade-offs between likely benefits and harms has been shown to reduce the
use of antibiotics. Tools to assist with shared decision making should be promoted to ensure that parents are
properly informed about appropriate use of antibiotics in their children. More attention needs to be given to
strategies that would encourage clinician adherence to guidelines on appropriate prescribing.
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