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Why keep antibiotics at home?

The result of recurrent infection is damage to the tissues at the site of infection. We aim to prevent 
this situation happening whenever possible, and to prevent worsening in those patients who already 
have problems, such as sinus or lung damage. Taking antibiotics appropriately at the first signs of 
infection is one approach to achieving this goal. Keeping antibiotics available at home allows prompt 
treatment.

It is essential to check the type of infection you have. You must send a sample of sputum to the 
laboratory just before you start the antibiotics. This is because some bacteria causing infection are 
resistant to the antibiotics we routinely use; the only way of being certain about this is to check a 
sample.

However antibiotics that are kept at home should only be used in an emergency for when you 
cannot be assessed by your consultant / GP or clinical nurse specialist.

When should I take antibiotics?

You will have this information sheet because we believe you are at risk of developing further 
infections, and trust you to treat yourself, using these instructions. If you believe you are developing 
signs of an infection you should do the following:-

• If the above occurs on a Monday to Friday, ring the immunology nurses to advise us that you 
believe you have an infection and plan to commence antibiotics.

• If your symptoms are severe or we know that you have a history of infections that are difficult 
to treat, we may advise you to come to the hospital to be seen by the team.

• If the above occurs on Monday to Friday between 9.00am and 5.00pm, take a sample of 
sputum to either your GP or local hospital pathology department (with a request form from your 
GP or hospital), whichever is nearer for you.

• Sputum samples should be coughed up from deep in the chest, not samples of spit (from the 
mouth). This should ideally be done first thing in the morning. Samples deteriorate rapidly; it is 
important to get them to the laboratory as fast as possible. In some cases it may be best to 
actually cough up the sample at hospital or the GP clinic.

If the above occurs at the weekend samples will not be suitable for analysis by the next week. Start 
taking the antibiotics as prescribed and ring the immunology nurses on Monday to let us know what 
is happening.
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Which antibiotics should I take?

The choice of antibiotics you are given to take at home will depend on what bacteria you tend to get, 
the type of antibiotic that normally works against them, response to treatment and any allergies you 
might have. Being able to grow bacteria from the affected site and test which antibiotics work in the 
laboratory is one of the most useful things we can do, and will help guide future therapy.
 

This all adds up to saying that whenever possible please provide a sample for analysis. 
Don’t forget to ask for a sterile sputum container if you run out at home.
 

How long should I take them for?

You must complete the whole course of antibiotics. It is tempting to stop antibiotics when you 
start to feel better. However, this usually results in some bacteria being left untreated and a relapse 
of the infection. Failing to take the whole course of antibiotics may also result in the bacteria 
becoming resistant to the antibiotics (there are situations when you may be advised to switch therapy, 
which is different). Most patients will be given 10 to 14 days of treatment. Take the tablets as 
prescribed until you run out.
 

What if they are not working?

If symptoms are not improving or are getting worse after 72 hours of therapy, you should re-contact 
the immunology nurses for advice. If this is at the weekend contact your GP / emergency doctor.
 

What if I develop side effects?

Minor side effects such as rash, stomach upset or thrush may be expected with many antibiotics; 
please ring the immunology nurses if you are concerned. Your doctor and pharmacist will make you 
aware of what to do should you ever suffer more severe side effects.
 

How do I store antibiotics at home?

When your medication is dispensed you will be given information from the pharmacy, which will also 
be printed on the bottle, on how to store the drugs you have been given. It is important you follow 
advice such as storage in a refrigerator if necessary. The most important task is that you intermittently 
check the expiry date. Out of date drugs may be ineffective and may have unpredictable effects. Ask 
for a repeat prescription if yours is out of date. Always return unused medication to the pharmacy for 
disposal.
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