
About antibiotics

Antibiotics are among the most powerful and important medicines known. When used properly they can
save lives, but used improperly, they can actually harm your child. Antibiotics should not be used to treat
viral infections.

Bacteria and viruses

Two main types of germs Ñ bacteria and viruses Ñ cause most infections. In fact, viruses cause most coughs
and sore throats and all colds. Bacterial infections can be cured by antibiotics, but common viral infections
never are. Your child recovers from these common viral infections when the illness has run its course.

Bacterial infections can be cured by antibiotics, but viral infections never are.

Resistant bacteria

New strains of bacteria have become resistant to antibiotics. These bacteria are not killed by the antibiotic.
Some of these resistant bacteria can be treated with more powerful medicines, which may need to be given
by vein (IV) in the hospital, and a few are already untreatable. The more antibiotics prescribed, the higher
the chance that your child will be infected with resistant bacteria.

How bacteria become resistant 

Each time we take antibiotics, sensitive bacteria are killed, but resistant ones may be left to grow and multi-
ply. Repeated use and improper use of antibiotics are some of the main causes of the increase in resistant
bacteria. These resistant bacteria can also be spread to others in the family and community.
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When are antibiotics needed, and when are they not needed?

This complicated question is best answered by your doctor, and the answer depends on the specific diagnosis.
Here are a few examples:
¥ Ear infections. There are several types; most need antibiotics, but some do not.
¥ Sinus infections. Most children with thick or green mucus do not have sinus infections. Antibiotics are 

needed for some long-lasting or severe cases.
¥ Cough or bronchitis. Children rarely need antibiotics for bronchitis.
¥ Sore throat. Most cases are caused by viruses. Only one main kind, Òstrep throat,Ó requires antibiotics. 

This kind must be diagnosed by a laboratory test.
¥ Colds. Colds are caused by viruses and may sometimes last for 2 weeks or more. Antibiotics have no 

effect on colds, but your doctor may have suggestions for comfort measures while the illness runs its 
course.

The infection may change

Viral infections may sometimes lead to bacterial infections. But treating viral infections with antibiotics to 
prevent bacterial infections does not work, and may lead to infection with resistant bacteria. Keep your doctor
informed if the illness gets worse or lasts a long time, so that proper treatment can be given, as needed.

Commonly asked questions

What can I do to protect my child from antibiotic-resistant bacteria?
Use antibiotics only when your doctor has determined that they might be effective. Antibiotics will not cure
most colds, coughs, sore throats, or runny noses Ñ children fight off colds on their own.

If mucus from the nose changes from clear to yellow or green, does this mean that my child needs an
antibiotic?
Yellow or green mucus does not mean that your child has a bacterial infection. It is normal for the mucus 
to get thick and change color during a viral cold.

Does this mean I should never give my child antibiotics?
Antibiotics are very powerful medicines, and should be used to treat bacterial infections. If an antibiotic is
prescribed, make sure you take the entire course and never save antibiotics for later use.

How do I know if my child has a viral or bacterial infection?
Ask your doctor. If you think that your child might need treatment, you should contact your doctor. But
remember, colds are caused by viruses, and should not be treated with antibiotics.

You can protect your child from resistant bacteria

A prescription for parents:
Learn about the differences between bacterial and viral infections, and talk to your childÕs doctor about
them. Understand that antibiotics should not be used for viral infections.
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The American Academy of Pediatrics is an organization of 53,000 primary care pediatricians, pediatric medical 
subspecialists, and pediatric surgical specialists dedicated to the health, safety, and well-being of infants, children, 
adolescents, and young adults.

Now available from the American Academy of Pediatrics. . . Guide to Your ChildÕs Symptoms. More than 100 common 
symptoms are listed alphabetically and the book is designed to enable a parent to quickly identify a symptom, learn its
possible cause, and determine how best to proceed. To order this 266-page deluxe hardcover edition at a discounted
price, call 800/433-9016 (847/228-5005 outside the US and Canada). Or visit the AAP Web site at http://www.aap.org to 
order on-line.

Other parenting guides from the Academy include Caring for Your Baby and Young Child: Birth to Age 5, Caring for Your
School-age Child: Ages 5 to 12, and Caring for Your Adolescent: Ages 12 to 21. These books (except Caring for Your Adolescent)
are available in softcover and hardcover. Caring for Your Adolescent is available only in hardcover.

For additional copies of this brochure, contact:
American Academy of Pediatrics
PO Box 747
Elk Grove Village, IL 60009-0747
Web site (http://www.aap.org)

Minimum order 100

From your doctor
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