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Introduction 
Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is the ability of microorganisms to remain viable and multiply in 
the presence of antimicrobials. This process is driven by the ability of microorganisms to adapt 
to environmental pressures through genetic mutations and sharing of genetic material. This 
adaptation can occur in vivo as well as in built and natural environments. Antibiotics are a type 
of antimicrobial, which is a broader group of agents used to treat infections caused by 
microorganisms (e.g., bacteria, viruses, fungi). Although antimicrobial resistance of other types 
can present clinical and public health challenges, this session will focus on antibiotics, used to 
treat bacterial infections. 
 
In 2020, American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) published the report Antimicrobial 
Resistant Pathogens Affecting Animal Health in The United States.1 Clinically relevant antibiotic 
resistance (AR) impacts the practice of veterinary medicine, and the actions needed to combat 
AR are needed to ensure that infections of animals remain treatable. 
  
Antimicrobial stewardship 
As use of antibiotics is a major modifiable risk factor for AR, improving use of these agents is a 
critical action to slow the development of AR. This approach is widely known as antimicrobial 
stewardship (AS). Antimicrobial stewardship is the actions that prescribers take to improve 
patient outcomes while minimizing unintended consequences of antibiotic use, such as drug 
toxicity and the development of AMR.2 The American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) 
has recently defined AS for veterinary medicine: “Antimicrobial stewardship refers to the actions 
veterinarians take individually and as a profession to preserve the effectiveness and availability 
of antimicrobial drugs through conscientious oversight and responsible medical decision-making 
while safeguarding animal, public, and environmental health.3 The AVMA has identified core 
principles of AS.3  
The five core principles outlined by the AVMA are: 

1. Commit to stewardship 
2. Advocate for a system of care to prevent common diseases 
3. Select and use antimicrobial drugs judiciously 
4. Evaluate antimicrobial drug use practices 
5. Educate and build expertise 

 
Implementation of Antibiotic Stewardship in Companion Animal Settings 
In 2020, the University of Minnesota Antimicrobial Resistance and Stewardship Initiative (ARSI) 
developed the Handbook of Antibiotic Stewardship in Companion Animal Veterinary Settings4 to 
aid small animal practitioners and clinic leadership put these core principles into practice. The 
document outlines a tiered approach for implementing actions addressing each of the core 
principles in facilities with minimal time and resources as well as in those with a greater ability 
to roll out interventions and track progress.  



These proceedings as well as the associated presentation utilizes the Handbook of Antibiotic 
Stewardship in Companion Animal Veterinary Settings as a guide to review actions that all small 
animal hospitals and clinics can take to improve antibiotic use while effectively treating 
infections. Although a practice might not be able to implement all recommended aspects of an 
antibiotic stewardship program, it is possible for all clinics to make stepwise progress. 
Establishing baseline knowledge, awareness, and accountability will help your program to grow 
over time.  
 
Core principle 1: Commit to Stewardship 
A recommended first step is to form an antibiotic stewardship committee (ASC) and identify a 
stewardship champion. The ASC should include, at minimum, clinic leadership, prescriber(s), 
technicians(s), and the clinic manager. The ASC will set initial priorities (e.g., improve prescribing 
for upper respiratory disease), identify or define protocols to support those priorities (e.g., 
published prescribing guidelines), and establish a plan for educating all staff on AR, stewardship, 
and clinic interventions that will be implemented. Set aside time on a regular basis (e.g., monthly, 
quarterly, etc.) for the ASC to meet, assess priority interventions and evaluate progress.  

Once you have committed to antibiotic stewardship internally, show that commitment to your 
clients. Consider sending a letter to clients that highlights why AR and AS are important topics 
for animal health and what your practice will do to ensure prescribing is appropriate. Consider 
using a footer on your emails or on your client receipts highlighting your commitment to use 
antibiotics only when needed. Some resources are listed below. And, do not forget that U.S. 
Antibiotic Awareness Week happens annually in November. Use that opportunity to send a 
special message or hang posters in the waiting room. Learn more on CDC’s website. 

• ARSI: Sample Commitment Letter to Clients. https://arsi.umn.edu/commitmenttoclients  

• ARSI: Veterinary Antimicrobial Use Talking Points. https://arsi.umn.edu/talkingpoints  

• MDH: Customizable Commitment Posters: Download the Microsoft PowerPoint templates 
and add your own images and logos. Or, use one of the ready-made posters. 
https://www.health.state.mn.us/diseases/antibioticresistance/animal/index.html#commit  

• MDH: Electronic image files of “Only When Needed, O.W.N.” antibiotic awareness logo: 
Download these files and use them freely in your own materials and messaging. 
https://www.health.state.mn.us/diseases/antibioticresistance/own/index.html 

• AVMA: Clinic Posters. 
https://www.avma.org/PracticeManagement/ClientMaterials/Pages/clinic-posters-be-
careful-antibiotics.aspx  

• CDC: USAAW Toolkit. https://www.cdc.gov/antibiotic-use/week/toolkit.html 

Core principle 2: Advocate for a System of Care to Prevent Common Diseases 
Preventive care, including vaccinations, the use of flea, tick and heartworm preventions, diet and 
exercise, is an important part of limiting the need for antibiotics. Educating clients about the 
benefits of preventative care is an essential step in AS that many clinics already practice. If you 
are ready to move beyond client education, develop hospital protocols that incorporate 
prevention measures, early diagnosis, and approaches for client communication. Consider 
aligning these conditions with your clinic stewardship priorities. For example, if you have 
prioritized diagnosis and management of canine infectious respiratory disease as priority for 
improved prescribing, incorporate client education for at-risk pets.  
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https://www.avma.org/PracticeManagement/ClientMaterials/Pages/clinic-posters-be-careful-antibiotics.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/antibiotic-use/week/toolkit.html


Infection control programs within hospitals and clinics are critical for preventing hospital-acquired 
infections, which are more likely to be multi-drug resistant than community-acquired infections. 
Review infection prevention and control practices and define strategies to communicate and 
initiate IPC action when a multidrug-resistant organism is detected in hospitalized patients or 
outpatients. An updated publication summarizing infection prevention has been recently 
published by AAHA. 

• AAHA: 2018 Infection Prevention, Control, and Biosecurity Recommendations. 
https://www.aaha.org/aaha-guidelines/infection-control-configuration/aaha-infection-
control-prevention-and-biosecurity-guidelines    

Core principle 3: Select and Use Antimicrobial Drugs Judiciously 
Share broad concepts of responsible AU with veterinarians and staff in your clinic. For example: 
Make a diagnosis. Follow antimicrobial guidelines. Consider host, likely disease agent, and drug 
when selecting an antimicrobial. Use the correct dose and duration. Document indication, drug, 
dose, frequency, route, and duration.vi. Incorporate watchful waiting, as appropriate. Regularly 
review the need for therapy. Teach clients to administer antimicrobials. Do not prescribe 
antimicrobials “just in case.” Use a tiered approach, choosing antimicrobials with lower 
importance to human medicine first. 
 
Utilize guidelines published by the International Society for Companion Animal Infectious 
Diseases (ISCAID) for treating canine pyoderma and canine and feline urinary and respiratory 
tract infections. These guidelines should be made available to all veterinarians. Consider also 
sharing the ARSI pocket card (link listed below), which summarizes published recommendations 
for first-line drugs. Have the ASC conduct an active discussion of the guidelines with all 
prescribers at an in-person meeting and discuss current practices. Come to agreement on the 
first-line drugs that veterinarians in your clinic will be encouraged to prescribe for these 
conditions. Post a summary of first-line prescribing, as well as criteria for watchful waiting, in the 
pharmacy area and/or near computers where patient notes and treatment plans are recorded.  

• ARSI: Pocket Guide: Antimicrobial Prescribing for Common Small Animal Diseases. 
https://arsi.umn.edu/pocketguide   

 
Core principle 4: Evaluate Antimicrobial Drug Use Practices 
Develop a list (formulary) of antimicrobials kept in the practice to share with veterinary staff. 
Indicate which drugs are identified as first-line drugs for treatment of common conditions (e.g., 
by using the ISCAID guidelines) and those that should be reserved for second- or third-line use. 
For clinics with available resources, track antibiotic prescribing for priority condition(s) to identify 
common practices and to demonstrate progress. Consider also tracking diagnostic practices 
(e.g., cytology, bacterial culture and sensitivity) that your ASC has identified as being important 
to diagnosing priority conditions and determining whether an antibiotic is needed. 
 

• ARSI: Example Practice-Level Antibiotic Drug Tiers and Selection List for Companion 
Animals. https://arsi.umn.edu/sites/arsi.umn.edu/files/2021-
02/Example_Antibiotic_Drug_Tiers_Selection_List_19Feb2021_FINAL.pdf 

• ARSI: Antibiotic Use Tracking Tool for Companion Animals. https://arsi.umn.edu/tracking 
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Core principle 5: Educate and Build Expertise 
Look for CE credits at veterinary meetings and online platforms as well as opportunities to 
engage with colleagues in healthcare and public health. Multiple states have launched One 
Health antibiotic stewardship initiatives. Consider hosting an annual training on AR and antibiotic 
stewardship or veterinarians, technicians, and other staff. 

• MVMA: AS in Veterinary Medicine Webinar Series: Includes two companion animal 
webinars. https://www.mvma.org/antibiotic-stewardship-in-veterinary-medicine  

• UMN: Antimicrobial Resistance Learning Site. https://amrls.umn.edu/  

Make a plan to communicate with pet owners about AR and to let them know that antibiotic use 
is not without potential harm. Develop your own talking points or use those linked below. 

• ARSI: Veterinary Antimicrobial Use Talking Points. https://arsi.umn.edu/talkingpoints  

• ARSI: Sample Client Handout: Non-Antibiotic Prescription Pad.  
https://arsi.umn.edu/noabx  

• MDH: Fact Sheet: Antibiotics and Your Pets: What You Should Know.  
https://www.health.state.mn.us/diseases/antibioticresistance/animal/abxpetfs.pdf  

 
Explore other resources and get involved! 
Many more resources exist on the Antimicrobial Resistance and Stewardship Initiative website.  

• https://arsi.umn.edu/ 
You can also join other clinics to help establish a national antibiotic-use estimate in small animal 
practice.  

• Learn more at https://arsi.umn.edu/gppps. 
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