
* Review most recent/current sputum sensitivity if available. Only change the antibiotic according to susceptibility results if bacteria are resistant and symptoms are not already improving (using  
a narrow-spectrum antibiotic wherever possible) ** Do not use fluoroquinolones in mild to moderate infections unless other antibiotics can’t be used due to musculoskeletal/nervous system side-effects 
*** Only use co-trimoxazole if bacteriological evidence of sensitivity and good reason to consider this rather than single antibiotic 
Source: NICE. NG114: COPD (acute exacerbation) – antimicrobial prescribing 2018

Antibiotics  
for COPD 

exacerbations
An at-a-glance algorithm for a common 

treatment issue

NO YES

First-line options*
 (prescribe for five days)
• Amoxycillin
• Doxycycline

COPD exacerbation 
needing antibiotics

Advise return if no 
improvement in 48 hours*

Use second-line 
treatment for five 
days 

• Co-amoxiclav
• Levofloxacin** 
• Co-trimoxazole***

Use alternative 
class from first-line 
options

If patient returns, send sputum MCS –

Is there high risk of treatment failure?

• Previous repeated antibiotic courses 
• Previous/current sputum culture with 
resistant bacteria
• Higher risk of complications
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