
Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) 

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) can affect anyone, of any age in any country.  It can lead to longer 

hospital stays, higher medical costs and possibly death.  

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) occurs when some of the microorganisms that cause infection are 

able to resist the effects of medicines used to treat them. This may lead to treatment failure. 

Types of microorganisms that can develop resistance include: 

 bacteria - develop antibiotic resistance 

 viruses - develop antiviral resistance 

 fungi - develop antifungal resistance 

Because of our reliance on antibiotics to treat common bacterial infections in humans and animals, 

we are most concerned about the rise in antibiotic resistance.  If antibiotics lose their effectiveness 

some infections may no longer be treatable. 

Some bacteria have already developed resistance to certain antibiotics and could develop resistance 

to other antibiotics.  

Antibiotic resistance 
Antibiotic resistance occurs naturally in bacteria.  Antibiotic resistance happens when bacteria 

change, become resistant to the antibiotics used to treat the infections they cause, and still 

multiply rather than die. 

 

Bacteria can become resistant to antibiotics when they: 

 change to protect themselves from an antibiotic 

 receive resistant genes from other bacteria 

 have internal resistance processes activated 

Bacteria are continuing to become resistant to current antibiotics and we don’t have new antibiotics 

to replace them. We can’t just rely on new antibiotics being developed. We need to reduce the 

chance of resistance developing by only using antibiotics when they are most needed and preventing 

infection in the first place. 

People don’t become resistant to antibiotics, bacteria do 
Many people believe that they can become resistant to antibiotics but this is not true. It is the 

bacteria - not people or animals - that become resistant to antibiotics.  The resistant bacteria can 

spread and may infect people or animals and can be harder to treat than non-resistant bacteria.  



Superbugs 

The term ‘superbugs’ describes specific bacteria that are resistant to a number of different types of 

antibiotics. The medical names for ‘superbugs’ are multi-resistant organisms (MROs) or multi-drug 

resistant organisms (MDRs).  

Some bacteria are now so resistant that there are no antibiotics doctors can use to treat the 

infections they cause. 
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Antimicrobials 

Antimicrobials are medicines (such as antibiotics) that kill or slow the growth of microorganisms. 

Microorganisms include bacteria, fungi and viruses. They can become resistant to the antimicrobials 

used to treat them. The most commonly prescribed antimicrobial is antibiotics.  

Antibiotics don’t work against all infections 
Antibiotics only work against infections caused by bacteria. They do not work against viruses that 

cause colds or the flu.  

Antibiotics work by killing bacteria, slowing their growth or stopping them from multiplying. This 

helps the body’s natural immune system fight an infection.  

Not all antibiotics are the same. Different antibiotics work against different types of bacteria.  

Using antibiotics when we don’t need them can increase antibiotic resistance developing. This may 

mean that antibiotics won’t work when we need them in the future. 

Since the 1940s antibiotics have saved millions of lives. They also improve the safety of many 

lifesaving medical procedures like:  

 organ transplantations  

 chemotherapy 

 caesarean sections 

 surgeries  
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Causes and spread of antibiotic resistance 

Antibiotic resistance happens naturally in bacteria.  When we use antibiotics some bacteria die but 

resistant bacteria can survive, so the overuse of antibiotics makes resistant bacteria more common.  

The more we use antibiotics, the more chances bacteria have to become resistant to them.  

 The development and spread of antibiotic resistance increase through:  

 people and animals not taking antibiotics as prescribed 

 poor hygiene and infection prevention and control e.g. not washing your hands properly 

 people traveling around the world, spreading resistant bacteria 

 lack of quick tests to diagnose if an infection is bacterial or viral 

 lack of new antibiotic treatments and alternative treatments such as vaccines 



Spread of antibiotic resistance 
Bacteria, including resistant antibiotic resistant bacteria, can spread: 

Between people 

Bacteria can spread between people through: 

 direct contact (touching) 

 coughing and sneezing 

 exposure to bodily fluids (such as close personal contact) 

Contaminated surfaces 
Bacteria can live on surfaces for long periods of time.  You can pick up bacteria when you touch 

everyday objects.  

Contaminated food 

You can be exposed to bacteria when you handle, prepare or eat contaminated food.   

Animals 

Bacteria can be passed between animals and humans through direct contact. 

International travel 

If you travel internationally you can pick up an infection, including those that are not commonly found 

in Australia, through contact with: 

 people 

 food and water 

 animals 

 contaminated surfaces 

_________ 
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How antibiotic resistance affects you 

Antibiotic resistance is a serious public health problem that could seriously affect your health.  

People who have an antibiotic resistant infection are more difficult to treat.  They may require 

different types of antibiotics, more complex care and longer stays in hospital. This can lead to worse 

health outcomes, higher health care costs and increase the chance for resistance to spread to others.  

In the worst situation, without effective antibiotics we may no longer be able to treat some 

conditions.  Then the infections could persist and in some cases lead to serious illness or even death. 

Antibiotic resistance can spread from person to person within the community.  There are steps you 
can take to reduce resistant bacteria developing and spreading. 
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