
Antibiotics aren’t always the answer
Learn the facts before you ask for prescriptions

To learn more about antibiotics, visit the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention’s Be Antibiotics Aware website at 

cdc.gov/antibiotic-use.* You can also discuss your health 

concerns with your doctor. 

*Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan 
and Blue Care Network don’t own 
or control this website.
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https://www.cdc.gov/antibiotic-use/


        

What antibiotics are — and aren’t — used for

When you’re under the weather, you want to feel better as soon as 
possible.  Many people think it’s best to go straight to the doctor and 
ask for antibiotics. Antibiotics save lives when used to treat certain 
infections caused by bacteria, not viruses like colds or the flu.  

Using antibiotics for a virus:

• Won’t cure the illness or infection

• Won’t help you feel better

• Won’t keep others from catching the illness

Check the chart below to see which common conditions are usually 
viral or bacterial and when antibiotics are necessary.

When antibiotics aren’t the answer — how to feel better

While antibiotics can’t treat infections caused by viruses, there are 
things you can do to relieve your symptoms and help you feel better 
while the virus runs its course.

For upper respiratory infections such as sore throats, ear infections, 
sinus infections, cold and bronchitis, try the following:

q Get plenty of rest.

q Drink plenty of fluids.

q Use a clean humidifier or cool mist vaporizer.

q Avoid smoking, secondhand smoke and other air pollutants. 

q Take acetaminophen, ibuprofen or naproxen to relieve fever or pain.

q Use saline nasal spray or drops.

How to prevent the spread of germs and help keep 
you and your family healthy

Earaches are a common illness that can be caused by bacteria or 
viruses. If these continue or are causing hearing loss or intense pain, 
see your doctor for an evaluation.

Common condition Common cause
Antibiotic 
needed?

Virus Bacteria

Common cold and runny nose (even those 
producing thick mucus) ü No

Most coughs (including those that produce  
green mucus), bronchitis and chest colds ü No

The flu ü No

Sore throats (not caused by strep) ü No

Strep throat (verified by positive strep test) ü Yes

Whooping cough ü Yes

Urinary tract infection ü Yes

Dental abscess ü Yes

Bacterial pneumonia ü Yes

Skin infection, such as cellulitis ü Yes

Options for care when you’re sick

If you’re sick and wondering whether you have a bacterial or viral 
infection, consult with your primary care doctor first. Many primary 
care offices offer same-day services for sick patients, such as walk-in 
hours, reserved appointments for sick patients and virtual visits online 
or by telephone.  Consulting with your primary care doctor first can 
help determine the best next steps to help you feel well again.

If you have any questions, call the Customer Service number on the back 
of your Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan or Blue Care Network ID card.

Rash Dizziness Nausea Yeast 
infections

Diarrhea

Bacteria, not the 
body, become 
resistant to the 

antibiotics designed 
to kill them.

When bacteria 
become resistant, 
antibiotics cannot 
fight them, and the 
bacteria multiply.

Some resistant 
bacteria can be 
harder to treat 

and can spread to 
other people.

More than  
2.8 million 

antibiotic-resistant 
infections occur in 
the United States 

each year, and 
more than 35,000 

people die as 
a result.

Clean 
hands

Cover 
coughs

Stay home 
when sick

Get 
recommended 

vaccines

At least 30% 
(approximately 

75 million) of antibiotic 
prescriptions each year 

are unnecessary — a 
major factor behind the 

growing problem of 
antibiotic resistance.

When a patient needs antibiotics, the benefits outweigh the risks of 
antibiotic resistance or side effects.

What’s the harm in taking antibiotics anytime?

Antibiotic resistance

Antibiotic resistance occurs when bacteria no longer respond to the 
drugs designed to kill them.  Anytime antibiotics are used, they can 
cause antibiotic resistance. 

Side effects

Anytime antibiotics are used, they can cause side effects. When 
antibiotics aren’t needed, they won’t help, and the side effects could 
still hurt you. Common side effects of antibiotics include:

More serious side effects include:

• Clostridium difficile infection (also called C.diff)                         
•  Severe and life-threatening allergic reactions  

1 out of 5  
medication-

related visits to the 
emergency room 
are from reactions 

to antibiotics.


