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QUALITY OF CARE IN THE COMMUNITY

Choosing Wisely Canada 
Recommendation

Multiple recommendations exist for not using 
antibiotics for upper respiratory infections, sore throat 
and otitis media that are most likely viral in origin or for 
asymptomatic bacteriuria in non-pregnant women.

See www.choosingwiselycanada.org/campaign/
primary-care/antibiotics

Practice Points

1.	 NL has the highest use of antibiotics per capita in 
Canada.

2.	 Comparing 2017/18 to 2018/19, the rate of 
prescriptions of antibiotics/1,000 people in NL 
decreased by 4.5%.

3.	 For the past five years, Choosing Wisely NL has 
undertaken annual campaigns aimed at the 
reduction in antibiotics, including audit and 
feedback to family practitioners.

Data 

Prescriptions provided was recorded by the NL 
Pharmacy Network and this data from the community 
were obtained from the NL Centre for Health 
Information from 1 Jul 2017–31 Jul 2021.

The COVID-19 pandemic started in the province on 16 
Mar 2020 and continued beyond July 2021.

Results

Figure 1. Total Number of Prescriptions/Month for 
Oral Antibiotics, Jul 2019–Jul 2021

	• From 1 Jul 2019–31 Mar 2020 the number of 
prescriptions amounted to 300,538, an average/
month of 33,393 pre-COVID-19.

	• The number of antibiotic prescriptions immediately 
decreased with the advent of COVID-19 and this 
decrease persisted for the first 16 months during 
COVID-19.

	• During COVID-19 from 1 Apr 2020–1 Aug 2021 the total 
number of prescriptions was 406,525, an average/
month of 25,408.

# pro-rated to 12 months

Figure 2. Annual Number of Oral Antibiotics 
Prescribed in the Community/1,000 Population, 
2018–2021

Large Reduction in Use of Antibiotics During COVID-19 in NL
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	• The annual rate of oral antibiotics in 2019/20 pre-
COVID-19 decreased by 2% compared to 2018/19.

	• During the first year of COVID-19 the rate of 
antibiotics prescriptions decreased by 30%, and in 
the next 4 months the rate decreased further by 
2.4% compared to the previous 12 months.

Figure 3A. Prescription of Oral Antibiotics by Health 
Provider Before COVID-19, Jul 2019–Mar 2020

Figure 3B. Prescription of Oral Antibiotics by Health 
Provider During COVID-19, Apr 2020–Jul 2021

	• Pre-COVID-19, 77% of oral antibiotics were 
prescribed by Family Physicians (FPs).

	• During COVID-19, 70% were prescribed by FPs.

	• Not surprising, as FPs comprise the majority of 
providers.

Figure 4A. Type of Antibiotic Prescribed by FPs 
Before and During COVID-19

	• Amoxicillin proportion of antibiotics prescribed by FPs 
increased and “other” decreased during COVID-19.

	• Ciprofloxacin, despite need for limited use because 
of E.coli resistance, continued to be prescribed. 

Figure 4B. Type of Antibiotic Prescribed by NPs 
Before and During COVID-19

	• The same pattern of prescription change was 
observed for NPs as for FPs.
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Figure 4C. Type of Antibiotic Prescribed by Dentists 
Before and During COVID-19

	• The majority of prescriptions by dentists were for 
amoxicillin, both pre and during COVID-19.

Figure 5. Annual Laboratory Diagnoses of Influenza, 
2018–2021

	• During the COVID-19 year 2020/21, there were no 
laboratory confirmed diagnoses of influenza.

Conclusions

1.	 Comparing 2019/20 to 2018/19, the rate of oral 
antibiotics decreased by 2%. 

2.	 The onset of COVID-19 was associated with an 
immediate large reduction in antibiotic use that 
continued for 16 months. At the same time, visits to 
doctors decreased by over 50% and was replaced by 
virtual communication.

3.	 Masking and social distancing/isolation likely lead to 
reduced viral infection and fewer presentations to a 
FP. However, these viral infections do not require 
antibiotics and reveal a rate of prescriptions possible 
when viral infections return.

4.	 It is feasible to reduce antibiotic use by 30% in the 
community.
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