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Abstract
Background Popular media play a critical role in informing the public about antibiotic resistance, which has 
remained a health concern for over seven decades. Media attention increases the notoriety of antibiotic resistance 
and shapes the public’s perception of its severity, causes, and solutions. Therefore, it is critical the media accurately 
portray scientific knowledge that may shape personal and policy responses to antibiotic resistance.

Methods We analyzed articles from two major U.S. newspapers, The New York Times and Los Angeles Times, from 
1940 to 2019 to assess trends in sentiment and lexicon surrounding antibiotic and antimicrobial resistance.

Results We observed a gradual increase in the number of relevant articles about resistance, although far fewer than 
other topics with comparable mortality rates. We found a consistently threatening portrayal of antibiotic resistance 
as a crisis, reflected in the usage of terms such as “superbug” to refer to some pathogens. Governmental agencies 
responsible for determining antibiotic usage policies were infrequently mentioned in articles. Blame for resistance 
was almost exclusively attributed to inappropriate antibiotic use, mainly in animals, rather than appropriate uses of 
antibiotics.

Conclusions Collectively, our results provide insights into how popular media can more accurately inform the public 
about antibiotic resistance. Potential changes include increasing news coverage, avoiding fear-mongering, and 
adequately conveying the multiple uses of antibiotics that can potentiate resistance.
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Background
Antibiotic resistance continues to make headlines in 
newspapers since becoming a household concern in 
the 1950s [1]. The World Health Organization catego-
rizes antibiotic resistance as “one of the biggest threats 
to global health, food security, and development today”. 
These concerns have motivated initiatives to combat 
antibiotic resistance, including limitations on antibiotic 
use and creation of antibiotic stewardship programs 
within hospitals to better guide clinicians on prescrib-
ing practices [2, 3]. The public’s perception of the sever-
ity, causes, and solutions to the problem of antibiotic 
resistance are shaped by mass media [4, 5]. Yet, there is 
insufficient information about how the media portray 
antibiotic resistance and how this portrayal may influ-
ence the public’s perception. Bridging this gap in knowl-
edge is particularly important given the fact that policies 
are often shaped by the public’s concerns and the increas-
ing notoriety of antibiotic resistance intensifies pressure 
for action.

Surveys in multiple countries indicate the general pub-
lic has a poor understanding of antibiotics [6–10], with a 
third or more people believing antibiotics can kill viruses. 
Many people also report confusion about how resistance 
occurs, stating the body becomes resistant rather than 
the bacterium [11, 12]. The general lack of understanding 
about antibiotics could be a major driver of inappropri-
ate antibiotic use, as physicians are more likely to pre-
scribe antibiotics when they believe patients expect them 
[13–15]. Both patients and clinicians tend to hold a “why 
not take the risk?“ perception of antibiotic prescribing 
[16, 17], and this could be the result of insufficient knowl-
edge about the downsides of antibiotic overuse. Common 
misconceptions about antibiotics might be the result of 
insufficient or inaccurate information conveyed through 
news media. In one study of articles from four U.S. news-
papers, 42% of articles studied failed to mention how 
antibiotic resistance occurs [18]. Another study of major 
U.S. and Canadian newspapers found only 20% of articles 
mentioned any risk reduction measures [19]. Similarly, 
a study of Swedish newspapers found only 5% of articles 
report that antibiotics are specifically for bacterial infec-
tions [20, 21].

Media attention towards antibiotic resistance may con-
vey the severity of the problem, assign blame, or suggest 
solutions. A previous study of media surrounding anti-
biotic resistance found that crisis type language, such 
as the phrase “antibiotic apocalypse,“ draws attention to 
the issue, which may indirectly drive funding, research, 
and policy in counterproductive ways [22]. Media fram-
ing effects can also influence how the public responds to 
news coverage. A study on the focus of news articles in 
Australia and the United Kingdom found that alterna-
tive framings could encourage debate about solutions to 

antibiotic resistance or complacency with the problem 
[23]. Nevertheless, it remains unclear whether media 
coverage of antibiotic resistance directly impacts the 
actions of readers and whether this has an effect on resis-
tance rates. News coverage could encourage investment 
in new antibiotics and the establishment of policies that 
seek to minimize off-label antibiotic use. Mass media 
also presents an opportunity to discourage common 
behaviors that may contribute to resistance, such as self-
medicating with antibiotics or pressuring physicians for 
antibiotics to treat viral infections.

Considering antibiotics are a public good, there are 
many perspectives about who bears responsibility for 
antibiotic resistance. Surveys of adults with previous 
antibiotic use found most people view resistance as being 
the responsibility of the doctors, researchers, and other 
patients rather than themselves [11]. Over 70% of anti-
biotics (by weight) are used in agriculture for pathogen 
prevention and growth promotion [24–28]. The manure 
from these farms can contain antibiotics and antibiotic 
resistant bacteria that may contaminate nearby water 
sources or carry onto produce farms when used as fer-
tilizer [29–31]. A study on antibiotic resistance and agri-
culture in three major U.S. newspapers found almost a 
quarter of the articles analyzed used biased or incorrect 
information to address the connection between resis-
tance and livestock, leading readers to form inaccurate 
conclusions [32]. Furthermore, antibiotics used in agri-
culture may end up in food at low levels, with unknown 
consequences for consumers [33]. The varied uses of 
antibiotics and origins of resistance highlight the need 
for “one health” solutions to the problem [34]. Thus, mass 
media plays a major role in providing information to help 
readers keep up-to-date and may even serve a critical 
role in combatting antibiotic resistance.

Since newspaper articles have a major influence over 
public opinion and knowledge, we set out to analyze 
historical sentiment and lexicon surrounding antibi-
otic resistance. Studying previous news articles about 
antibiotic resistance is valuable to determine how the 
discussion has changed over time, when current topics 
originated, and how media coverage could be improved 
in the future. We focused on two long-running news-
papers in the U.S., The New York Times (NYT) and Los 
Angeles Times (LAT), which rank in the top four news-
papers in the U.S [35]. Both newspapers have substan-
tial numbers of articles available dating back to the time 
when antibiotics first became widely used in the mid-
1940s. The LAT is the largest newspaper not headquar-
tered on the east coast and has a print and online weekly 
audience of 4.4 million readers [36, 37]. The NYT is pre-
dominantly on the east coast and, as of 2021, has almost 
8.4 million subscribers [38, 39]. Using news articles origi-
nating before the COVID-19 pandemic (the 1940s to 



Page 3 of 11Way et al. BMC Public Health         (2023) 23:1343 

2010s), we analyzed trends in word usage over time and 
how they reflect historical events. We sought to deter-
mine how media could better portray the problem of 
antibiotic resistance and provide suggestions to this end.

Methods
Articles were retrieved from ProQuest Los Angeles Times 
historical archive between 1940 and 2019 and ProQuest 
The New York Times historical archive between 1940 
and 2019. ProQuest encompasses news articles published 
both in print and online. Articles were required to con-
tain “antibiotic” or “antimicrobial”, as well as “resistant” 
or “resistance”. Articles and editorials were the only types 
of items included in this analysis. We manually reviewed 
and classified the articles into the following categories:

  • Broad*: Article covers antibiotic resistance overall in 
a broad sense, with no specific focus on resistance in 
the article.

  • Narrow*: Article covers antibiotic resistance 
specifically, with a major focus being specific 
information pertaining to antibiotic resistance.

  • Narrow Pathogen*: Article covers antibiotic 
resistance specifically, with the focus being the 
bacterium pertaining to resistance.

  • Narrow Drug*: Article covers antibiotic resistance 
specifically, with the focus being the drug pertaining 
to resistance.

  • Secondary*: Article covers another topic other than 
antibiotic resistance for the most part, but some 
information pertaining to antibiotic resistance is 
included in at least multiple sentences.

  • Secondary Meeting: Article covers some form of 
meeting (e.g., a conference or panel) but includes 
information with a focus on antibiotic resistance for 
at least multiple sentences.

  • Secondary Development: Article covers the 
development of a drug but includes information with 
a focus on antibiotic resistance for at least multiple 
sentences.

  • Marginal: Antibiotic resistance is mentioned in one 
sentence.

  • Irrelevant: Although key words are in the article, they 
do not occur together, and the article is irrelevant to 
antibiotic resistance.

*Article types included in analysis
After categorization, optical character recognition 

was used to convert each news article to plain text. Only 
articles categorized as broad, narrow, narrow pathogen, 
narrow drug, or secondary were used for analysis. Word 
usage was tallied in a term document matrix using the 
tm (v0.7.8) package in R (v4.1.2) [40]. After removing 
stop words (e.g., “of”), all remaining words underwent 
stemming and were converted to lower case. Stem-
ming removes prefixes and suffixes of a word to isolate 

the root, such as removing the “er” at the end of “disas-
ter”. This was done so that all possible forms of a word 
would be included. A presence/ absence matrix was con-
structed, representing whether a term appeared in each 
article. The matrix was then converted into relative word 
frequency per article by decade, signifying the fraction of 
articles that used each word one or more times. To apply 
a data-driven approach to selecting words for analysis, 
k-means clustering was used to group the articles into 
10 groups per news outlet based on their relative word 
usage. Each news outlet’s clusters were compared to the 
remaining corpus, and enriched terms from each cluster 
were manually selected for further investigation. Word 
stems were insufficiently specific for multiple analyses, 
which necessitated manual curation of articles. In these 
cases, we searched for each term in the corpus and man-
ually assessed articles for relevancy to the analysis, as 
noted below when applicable.

Results
We began by comparing inter-rater variability across our 
authors who classified news articles. There were 918 arti-
cles in the LAT corpus and 1,629 in the NYT corpus. In 
total, AW read 904 articles, BN read 1,122 articles, and 
MB read 650 articles. Of 74 articles independently read 
by both BN and MB, there was 76% categorical agree-
ment as to whether the article should be analyzed and 
an interrater reliability of 0.44 across all categories (Krip-
pendorff’s alpha). Among the 47 articles independently 
read by both AW and MB there was 87% categorical 
agreement as to whether an article should be analyzed 
and an interrater reliability of 0.24 across all categories 
(Krippendorff’s alpha). Given the relatively low interra-
ter reliability, we chose to focus our study on the set of 
categories deemed relevant rather than analyzing each 
category separately. The final corpus of analyzed articles 
consisted of 344 from the LAT and 492 from the NYT 
(Fig.  1), of which 343 and 451 were convertible to text 
with optical character recognition, respectively.

Newspaper coverage of antibiotic resistance is increasing 
over time and portrayed as a threat
In the span of 80 years across two major US newspa-
pers, 836 articles discussing antibiotic resistance were 
published (Fig.  1). The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention reported antimicrobial resistant infections 
affected about 2.8 million people in 2019, with approxi-
mately 35,000 dying as a consequence [41]. By com-
parison, approximately one-third of news coverage is 
dedicated to crime and there were an estimated 16,425 
homicides in 2019 [42, 43]. Likewise, in the span of three 
months (January to March of 2020), 5,285 articles were 
published on the COVID-19 pandemic among three 
major US news outlets [44]. Therefore, although there 
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was a statistically significant increase in publications 
about antibiotic resistance (two-sided t-test p = 0.11 for 
LAT and p = 0.003 for NYT), antibiotic resistance still 
receives far less mass media attention than other causes 
of death in the U.S.

We used a previously created threat dictionary as a 
tool for quantifying threat levels in news articles [45]. 
We manually selected word stems from the threat dic-
tionary that are relevant to antibiotic resistance (“battle”, 
“crisis”, “destroy”, “disast”, “fear”, “fight”, “lethal”, “suffer”, 
“threat”, and “war”) to create an overall threat index for 
each outlet quantifying the relative frequency of articles 
where any of these words were used. For each word in the 
threat dictionary, we manually identified the most per-
tinent occurrence and categorized the use of the word 
as relevant or irrelevant to resistance within the news 
article. Averaged across all decades, 35% of analyzed 
articles in the LAT and NYT contained words from the 

threat dictionary used in the context of resistance. The 
threat index increased only marginally over the time 
period analyzed (Fig.  1), and the increase was not sta-
tistically significant (two-sided t-test p = 0.09 for LAT 
and p = 0.51 for NYT). Excerpts containing words in the 
threat dictionary show that antibiotic resistance has been 
described in ominous terms going back to the mid-1900s 
(Fig. 1). Taken together, these results indicate resistance 
is portrayed as a threat that is receiving increasing media 
attention over time.

Specific pathogens are the focus of news coverage in each 
decade
Four bacterial pathogens, Escherichia coli, Staphylococcus 
aureus, Klebsiella pneumoniae, and Streptococcus pneu-
moniae, cause the greatest resistance burden worldwide 
[46]. We found considerable variability in which patho-
gens were mentioned in news articles from each decade 

Fig. 1 News articles in the NYT and LAT corpuses pertaining to antibiotic resistance increased over time and frequently used threat-related terms. Trend-
lines show the least squares line of best fit using regression weighted by the number of articles in each decade. Selected quotes containing terms in-
cluded in the threat dictionary (bold) show that the depiction of resistance as a major threat to the public dates back nearly to the discovery of antibiotics
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(Fig. 2). Carbapenem resistant Enterococci (CRE), Kleb-
siella, and methicillin resistant Staphylococcus aureus 
(MRSA) were significantly associated with use of the 
term “superbug” in individual articles (two-sided Fisher’s 
exact test p-values 3 × 10− 8, 2 × 10− 4, and 3 × 10− 10 for 
LAT, respectively; 6 × 10− 4, 0.16, and 6 × 10− 3 for NYT). 
None of the other pathogen-related word stems we 
assessed achieved statistical significance (Fig.  2), imply-
ing the term superbug is largely used in reference to CRE, 
Klebsiella, and MRSA.

The first five articles we found about antibiotic resis-
tance were published in the NYT in the 1940s. On June 
16th, 1946, an article was published about a scientist 
attempting to determine how bacteria become resistant 
to penicillin and sulfa drugs. On November 20th, 1948, 
there was an article about fear “that the syphilis organism 
may develop a defense or resistance against penicillin”, 
although there was no evidence of resistance at that time. 

On March 25th and 27th, 1949, there were articles pub-
lished about the discovery of neomycin to treat tubercu-
losis. The articles noted that neomycin was discovered by 
Selman Waksman, a co-discoverer of streptomycin, and 
his student, Hubert Lechevalier. On October 15th, 1949, 
there was an article about combining streptomycin and 
penicillin to overcome resistance to penicillin by different 
pathogens. Collectively, these articles validate the notion 
that resistance has been a topic in popular media since 
the 1940s, although the specific antibiotics and patho-
gens of focus have continued to change.

Agriculture is a major focus of news coverage on antibiotic 
resistance
Since the majority of antibiotics are used in agriculture, 
we analyzed usage of the agriculture-related stemming 
terms “anim”, “farm”, “feed”, and “livestock” from the 
1940s to 2010s (Fig.  3). Most of these terms peaked in 

Fig. 2 Pathogen word stems display differing levels of news coverage over time. Klebsiella, MRSA, and CRE became associated with the term “superbug” 
since the term rose to popularity in the 1990s. Fold-difference from the expectation of independence is shown for whether (i.e., “Yes” or “No”) each word 
stem (pathogen) was used in the same articles as the term “superbug”. Red-shaded boxes represent cases where “superbug” is mentioned with another 
word stem more frequently than expected and blue-shaded boxes less frequently

 



Page 6 of 11Way et al. BMC Public Health         (2023) 23:1343 

the 1980s before decreasing in the 1990s and increased 
again through the 2010s in both news sources. At its 
peak, about 50% of articles used the stemming term 
“anim”, suggesting a focus on antibiotic resistance in agri-
culture and outbreaks of antibiotic resistance in food. 
The 1980s saw a push for organic foods where antibiotic 

use is prohibited, leading to the movement to eliminate 
antibiotics from farming [47]. In 1997, antibiotics made 
the headlines again due to the FDA prohibiting the use of 
extra-label fluoroquinolones and glycopeptides in food-
producing animals (Fig.  3). In 2010, the FDA published 
the first annual summary report of antibiotics used in 

Fig. 3 Both news sources showed similar trends in the coverage of agriculture-related word stems, with peaks in the 1980 and 2010s. The frequency of 
agricultural terms (colored lines) relative to all news articles (black lines) increased with the gradual prohibition of antibiotics for production uses (e.g., 
growth promotion) in animals

 



Page 7 of 11Way et al. BMC Public Health         (2023) 23:1343 

food-producing animals [48], which was followed by a 
gradual reduction in antibiotic use in agriculture [49]. It 
was unclear whether additional news coverage about the 
use of antibiotics in agriculture was an impetus for policy 
changes, a result of recurrent policy changes, or both.

Agencies determining antibiotic policies receive little 
attention in news articles
Mass media plays a role in informing and reminding the 
public about antibiotic resistance and what can be done 
about it. We analyzed usage of agency-related stemming 

terms “cdc” (Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion), “congress”, “doctor”, “fda” (U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration), “hospit”, “patient”, and “usda” (U.S. 
Department of Agriculture) to assess which entities are 
mentioned in articles about antibiotic resistance (Fig. 4). 
As may be expected, patients, doctors, and hospitals are 
regularly mentioned in articles from both newspapers. 
However, we found U.S. governmental agencies were 
mentioned in only about 10–20% of articles despite their 
important role in setting policies for antibiotic use [50]. 
The dearth of articles mentioning the CDC, FDA, or 

Fig. 4 Word stems for medical entities involved in antibiotic resistance (i.e., “doctor”, “hospit”, and “patient”) consistently received more attention than 
government agencies responsible for policy. Within news articles citing the CDC, FDA, or USDA, antibiotic resistance was most often attributed to overuse 
of antibiotics in animals for growth promotion and inappropriate prescribing by doctors. The bar chart shows the proportion of instances where resis-
tance was attributed to a source. Instances were split evenly when an article mentioned more than one source of resistance. Note that articles with zero 
identified sources were excluded
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USDA (Fig. 4) relative to articles using agriculture-related 
word stems (Fig. 3) suggests a minimal focus on policy in 
newspapers.

The rarity of mentioning federal agencies could be 
in part due to the complexity of regulating antibiotics 
in their dual roles as drugs and growth promoters. In 
surveying articles, we noticed the CDC was generally 
referred to as a source of expert information, the FDA 
was typically mentioned with regard to approving anti-
biotics for medical and non-medical applications, and 
the USDA mostly referenced with respect to food safety 
and outbreaks. There were rarely calls for legislators (i.e., 
Congress) to act, but these calls often lacked clarity as 
to what specific actions should be taken. However, there 
were frequent references to the dearth of new antibiotics 
and lack of sufficient monetary incentives for antibiotic 
development, implying a solution would be to incentivize 
the development of new antibiotics. In contrast to federal 
agencies, doctors were portrayed as the primary stewards 
of antibiotics and were noted for their concern or lack of 
concern towards following prescribing guidelines.

Given the many different stakeholders involved in anti-
biotic usage, we sought to investigate the assignment of 
blame for antibiotic resistance. To this end, we manu-
ally reviewed the subset of articles (n = 86 and 119 for 
LAT and NYT, respectively) containing mentions of the 
CDC, FDA, or USDA for excerpts ascribing resistance 
to a source. Almost all instances attributed antibiotic 
resistance to inappropriate use or overuse of antibiotics 
rather than their appropriate use to treat bacterial infec-
tions, although both are likely contributors to resistance 
evolution. We only found a single article explicitly stat-
ing that proper use of antibiotics may result in resistance, 
although this notion may also be implied by other articles 
depending upon interpretation. Most commonly, use in 
animals for production uses (e.g., growth promotion) 
was blamed for antibiotic resistance (Fig.  4), and a lack 
of regulation was pointed to as the premier causal fac-
tor. Patients were often portrayed as the cause of resis-
tance for not finishing their full course of treatment 
and doctors for inappropriately prescribing antibiotics, 
often under noted pressure from patients. Other pos-
sible sources of resistance, such as hospital sanitation 
(e.g., enforcing handwashing), farming (e.g., treatment 
of citrus blight), or sanitizers (e.g., triclosan in soap), 
were infrequently blamed for resistance. The finding that 
blame for resistance is often ascribed to antibiotic use in 
animals is consistent with the large proportion of news 
coverage about agriculture (Fig. 3).

Discussion
Popular press plays an important role in educating, 
informing, or reminding the public about science issues. 
To this end, we assembled a set of best practices for 

reporting on antibiotic resistance. First, the press could 
report on this issue more frequently. In comparison to 
other threats and public health concerns, antibiotic resis-
tance has received relatively little attention in the press 
despite the public playing a role in its control [51]. Sec-
ond, antibiotic resistance is frequently sensationalized 
as a crisis of impending doom with threatening rhetoric, 
possibly because fear-mongering increases readership. 
However, the available data supports that resistance rates 
are largely stable in the U.S. overall but might be rising 
or declining for some pathogens and antibiotics [52]. This 
punctuated equilibrium stands in sharp contrast to the 
media’s continual portrayal of antibiotic resistance as a 
rapidly escalating crisis. In reality, the existence of antibi-
otic resistance is a problem for many patients even if the 
rates of resistance are not increasing, because resistance 
renders drugs ineffective and increases mortality when 
an ineffective antibiotic is prescribed. One consequence 
of this continued fear-mongering is that it discredits 
scientific information over time, causing the public to 
believe it is not actually a problem. This is also the case 
when compared to epidemics that are shorter lived and 
are discussed in terms of fear for a much smaller time 
frame [53].

The press could more regularly clarify the appropri-
ate uses of antibiotics and origins of antibiotic resis-
tance. Many previous studies revealed a general lack of 
knowledge among the public about whether antibiotics 
can cure viral infections and a poor understanding of 
the fact that antibiotic usage is the premier causal factor 
in bacterial resistance. A study on the “knowledge defi-
cit model” as it pertains to antibiotic resistance, defines 
a gap between the public’s knowledge on this topic and 
the amount they should have to understand antibiotic 
resistance. The authors suggested the key to bridging this 
deficit is flooding the public with information, as they 
are more likely to respond to antibiotic resistance if they 
are aware of the negative effects [54]. Journalists have an 
opportunity to regularly inform and remind the public 
about the science surrounding antibiotics, which may 
partly mitigate the pressure patients put on their doctors 
for inappropriate antibiotic prescriptions. In the United 
Kingdom and Australia, studies found over half of practi-
tioners felt influenced by patients to prescribe antibiotics 
even when unnecessary [55, 56].

Self-medicating with antibiotics is another potential 
driver of resistance. There are high rates of antibiotic 
use without a prescription in the U.S. and other coun-
tries [57–59]. Patients may self-medicate with previously 
unused antibiotics, shared antibiotics, or antibiotics dis-
pensed without a prescription in some cases. Even with 
a prescription, antibiotic treatment is not without conse-
quences to the individual patient, and these consequences 
could be clearly conveyed in news articles. Examples of 
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consequences include temporary or permanent changes 
to the patient’s microbiome, side effects, allergic reac-
tions, and secondary infections such as Clostridium dif-
ficile. Messaging through antibiotic stewardship efforts 
is effective at decreasing the improper use of antibiotics, 
and it is imaginable that messaging through mass media 
could also have an effect [60, 61]. Nevertheless, it should 
be noted that the appropriate use of antibiotics also con-
tributes to antibiotic resistance, despite receiving negli-
gible blame in the articles we analyzed. Journalists would 
be fair-minded to mention that there is no panacea for 
antibiotic resistance, but there are changes that could 
lead to improvements over the status quo.

An important limitation of this study is that only US 
newspapers were studied, limiting the breadth of arti-
cles surveyed about antibiotic resistance. We also only 
included two major newspapers, although our conclu-
sions were supported by both newspapers. The newspa-
pers we included may have exhibited biases that skewed 
their news coverage, although we suspect antibiotic resis-
tance is largely viewed as a non-partisan issue. Second, 
the stemming of terms is a limitation, as collapsing dispa-
rate words in some cases could artificially inflate the fre-
quency of the word stem. For example, although unlikely 
in terms of antibiotic resistance, “anim” is being inter-
preted as “animal” but could also be derived from “ani-
mation” after stemming. We only manually curated word 
usage when word stems were regularly used in contexts 
that were irrelevant to our analyses (i.e., Fig. 1) or context 
was required (i.e., the assignment of blame). The word 
stems we selected are only a subset of the vernacular sur-
rounding antibiotic resistance, and further investigation 
is possible. Our analyses relied on manual curation of 
word usage and article categorization, which makes the 
results more susceptible to unconscious biases, subjec-
tive choices, and mistakes. Notwithstanding these limi-
tations, we suspect that the two newspapers studied and 
our main conclusions are generally representative of the 
sentiment and lexicon pertaining to discussions of antibi-
otic resistance in the U.S.

Although it was not the focus of this study, social media 
continues to grow as a medium for journalism and has 
the potential to reach wider populations more quickly 
than traditional news media [62]. Social media also offers 
the prospect of better disseminating educational infor-
mation about antibiotics to low- and middle-income 
countries [63]. Many researchers, government agencies, 
and physicians have employed social media to inform 
their social networks. Nevertheless, popular newspapers 
can still reach enormous audiences through a combina-
tion of traditional articles and their millions of followers 
on social media. While social media holds the promise of 
incorporating more experts and diverse perspectives, the 
interactive nature of social media may amplify the spread 

of misinformation that indirectly leads to overprescrib-
ing antibiotics [64]. Future research on media coverage 
of antibiotic resistance may consider the role of social 
media on the public’s understanding of antibiotics.

Antibiotics researchers, such as ourselves, could do 
a better job of interfacing with journalists to provide 
up-to-date scientific information. The main sources of 
resistance and the methods that can be used to reduce 
resistance are continually being studied, which presents 
an opportunity to better inform the public of poten-
tial solutions. In particular, there is an opportunity for 
journalists to work with scientists to indirectly influ-
ence public policy through new outlets. Since antibiotics 
are a public good, any solutions to the problem of resis-
tance are likely to involve multiple stakeholders including 
pharmaceutical businesses, patients, doctors, insurers, 
farmers, veterinarians, researchers, and policy makers. 
Bills are regularly introduced in the U.S. that present 
measures for combating antibiotic resistance (e.g., the 
PASTEUR Act), and journalists play a key role in dissem-
inating information that leads to support for these bills. It 
is our hope that increased interactions between journal-
ists and scientists will contribute to sustainable solutions 
to the problem of antibiotic resistance and, thereby, bet-
ter curtail infectious diseases. The COVID-19 pandemic 
increased connections between journalists and infectious 
disease specialists that we anticipate are transferable to 
future news articles written about antibiotic resistance.

Conclusion
The competing interests of different stakeholders 
involved in antibiotics makes the problem of resistance 
challenging to fairly or succinctly portray in popular 
media. Since antibiotics are a public good, stakeholder 
perspectives are often at odds and journalists have the 
difficult challenge of balancing these perspectives when 
talking about antibiotic resistance to a wide reader-
ship. Patients often understandably want antibiotics as a 
potential cure for their ailment, although this increases 
the possibility they will no longer work for the next 
patient. Doctors are torn between their current patients 
and the need for judicious use to maintain effectiveness 
for future patients. Meanwhile, agriculture employs anti-
biotics for various reasons, and these antibiotics may 
indirectly cause clinically-relevant resistance in human 
pathogens even if they are different antibiotics due to 
cross-resistance. Pharmaceutical companies must decide 
how much to prioritize developing new antibiotics given 
their predicted market size and profitability, which are 
partly related to the cost and effectiveness of currently 
available antibiotics. Regulators are tasked with impos-
ing constraints to balance these competing perspectives, 
and legislators are expected to promote solutions to 
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antibiotic resistance while being lobbied from different 
perspectives.

This study revealed historical trends in how journal-
ists have represented the competing forces surrounding 
the problem of antibiotic resistance. The standard news 
narrative was that an absence of new antibiotic develop-
ment, lack of regulation, and overuse in different contexts 
were driving antibiotic resistance. The main findings of 
this study are that threatening rhetoric about resistance 
dates back almost to the discovery of antibiotics, “super-
bug” recently became part of the common vernacular 
for describing specific bacteria, agriculture is a major 
focus of resistance coverage in newspapers, and overuse 
of antibiotics in animals is commonly blamed for resis-
tance. Our study provides an overarching perspective 
on the way resistance was historically portrayed to the 
public through U.S. newspapers up until the arrival of 
SARS-CoV-2. How COVID-19 shaped discourse around 
antibiotic resistance could be a topic of future inquiry. 
Journalists have the critical role of helping to dissemi-
nate news and knowledge about resistance to a wide 
audience, and we hope the conclusions of this study will 
further refine the perspective of journalists writing news 
articles about antibiotic resistance. As several news arti-
cles stated, antibiotics are not a “silver bullet” for bacte-
rial infections, and we note there is no “silver bullet” for 
antibiotic resistance. Journalists play an important, albeit 
indirect, role in countering resistance, and the com-
plexity of the problem demands a group effort to work 
towards solutions.

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Authors’ contributions
BN, AW, and MB categorized the articles, MB classified relevancy of terms in 
the threat index, and EW attributed blame to sources. EW, AW, and BN wrote 
the manuscript and prepared figures. All authors reviewed the manuscript.

Funding
This work was funded by the NIAID at the NIH (grant number 
1R21AI144769-01A1).

Data Availability
The data that support the findings of this study are under copyright and are 
not publicly available. Analysis code will be shared upon reasonable request 
to the corresponding author.

Declarations

Competing interests
The authors have no competing interests.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Received: 25 April 2023 / Accepted: 27 June 2023

References
1. Ventola CL. The antibiotic resistance crisis: part 1: causes and threats. Pharm 

Ther. 2015;40(4):277.
2. Antibiotic Resistance. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/

antibiotic-resistance. Accessed 25 Apr 2023.
3. Rost LM, Nguyen MH, Clancy CJ, Shields RK, Wright ES. Discordance among 

antibiotic prescription guidelines reflects a lack of clear best practices. In: 
Open forum infectious diseases: 2021. Oxford University Press US: ofaa571.

4. Gill J, Kumar R, Todd J, Wiskin C. Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus: 
awareness and perceptions. J Hosp Infect. 2006;62(3):333–7.

5. Djerf-Pierre M, Lindgren M. Making sense of “superbugs” on YouTube: a story-
telling approach. Public Underst Sci. 2021;30(5):535–51.

6. KFF Health Tracking Poll. https://www.kff.org/report-section/data-note-pub-
lic-awareness-around-antibiotic-resistance-findings/. Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

7. McNulty CA, Boyle P, Nichols T, Clappison P, Davey P. Don’t wear me out—the 
public’s knowledge of and attitudes to antibiotic use. J Antimicrob Che-
mother. 2007;59(4):727–38.

8. Bianco A, Licata F, Zucco R, Papadopoli R, Pavia M. Knowledge and practices 
regarding antibiotics use: findings from a cross-sectional survey among ital-
ian adults. Evol Med Public Health. 2020;2020(1):129–38.

9. Tsuzuki S, Fujitsuka N, Horiuchi K, Ijichi S, Gu Y, Fujitomo Y, Takahashi R, 
Ohmagari N. Factors associated with sufficient knowledge of antibiotics 
and antimicrobial resistance in the japanese general population. Sci Rep. 
2020;10(1):3502.

10. McNulty C, Read B, Quigley A, Verlander NQ, Lecky DM. What the public in 
England know about antibiotic use and resistance in 2020: a face-to-face 
questionnaire survey. BMJ Open. 2022;12(4):e055464.

11. Brooks L, Shaw A, Sharp D, Hay AD. Towards a better understanding of 
patients’ perspectives of antibiotic resistance and MRSA: a qualitative study. 
Fam Pract. 2008;25(5):341–8.

12. McCullough AR, Parekh S, Rathbone J, Del Mar CB, Hoffmann TC. A systematic 
review of the public’s knowledge and beliefs about antibiotic resistance. J 
Antimicrob Chemother. 2015;71(1):27–33.

13. Broniatowski DA, Klein EY, Reyna VF. Germs are germs, and why not take a 
risk? Patients’ expectations for prescribing antibiotics in an inner-city emer-
gency department. Med Decis Making. 2015;35(1):60–7.

14. Ong S, Nakase J, Moran GJ, Karras DJ, Kuehnert MJ, Talan DA, Group EMINS. 
Antibiotic use for emergency department patients with upper respiratory 
infections: prescribing practices, patient expectations, and patient satisfac-
tion. Ann Emerg Med. 2007;50(3):213–20.

15. Shapiro E. Injudicious antibiotic use: an unforeseen consequence of the 
emphasis on patient satisfaction? Clin Ther. 2002;24(1):197–204.

16. Broniatowski DA, Klein EY, May L, Martinez EM, Ware C, Reyna VF. Patients’ and 
Clinicians’ perceptions of Antibiotic Prescribing for Upper Respiratory Infec-
tions in the Acute Care setting. Med Decis Making. 2018;38(5):547–61.

17. Klein EY, Martinez EM, May L, Saheed M, Reyna V, Broniatowski DA. Categori-
cal risk perception drives variability in Antibiotic Prescribing in the Emer-
gency Department: a mixed methods observational study. J Gen Intern Med. 
2017;32(10):1083–9.

18. Capurro G. Superbugs” in the risk society: assessing the reflexive function of 
north american newspaper coverage of antimicrobial resistance. SAGE Open. 
2020;10(1):2158244020901800.

19. Desilva M, Muskavitch MA, Roche JP. Print media coverage of antibiotic 
resistance. Sci Communication. 2004;26(1):31–43.

20. Bohlin G, Höst GE. Is it my responsibility or theirs? Risk communication 
about antibiotic resistance in the swedish daily press. J Sci Communication. 
2014;13(3):A02.

21. Catalán-Matamoros D, Pariente A, Elías-Pérez C. What we know about media 
communication on antibiotics and antimicrobial resistance: a systematic 
review of the scientific literature. Patient Educ Couns. 2019;102(8):1427–38.

22. Nerlich B, James R. The post-antibiotic apocalypse” and the “war on super-
bugs”: catastrophe discourse in microbiology, its rhetorical form and political 
function. Public Underst Sci. 2009;18(5):574–90.

23. Degeling C, Brookes V, Hill T, Hall J, Rowles A, Tull C, Mullan J, Byrne M, Reyn-
olds N, Hawkins O. Changes in the Framing of Antimicrobial Resistance in 
print media in Australia and the United Kingdom (2011–2020): a comparative 
qualitative content and Trends Analysis. Antibiot (Basel) 2021, 10(12).

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/antibiotic-resistance
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/antibiotic-resistance
https://www.kff.org/report-section/data-note-public-awareness-around-antibiotic-resistance-findings/
https://www.kff.org/report-section/data-note-public-awareness-around-antibiotic-resistance-findings/


Page 11 of 11Way et al. BMC Public Health         (2023) 23:1343 

24. Chang Q, Wang W, Regev-Yochay G, Lipsitch M, Hanage WP. Antibiotics in 
agriculture and the risk to human health: how worried should we be? Evol 
Appl. 2015;8(3):240–7.

25. Mellon MG, Benbrook C, Benbrook KL. Hogging it: estimates of antimicrobial 
abuse in livestock. Union of Concerned Scientists; 2001.

26. Mole B. Farming up trouble. Nature. 2013;499(7459):398.
27. Van Boeckel TP, Glennon EE, Chen D, Gilbert M, Robinson TP, Grenfell BT, 

Levin SA, Bonhoeffer S, Laxminarayan R. Reducing antimicrobial use in food 
animals. Science. 2017;357(6358):1350–2.

28. Van Boeckel TP, Pires J, Silvester R, Zhao C, Song J, Criscuolo NG, Gil-
bert M, Bonhoeffer S, Laxminarayan R. Global trends in antimicrobial 
resistance in animals in low-and middle-income countries. Science. 
2019;365(6459):eaaw1944.

29. Antibiotics in Our Food System. https://foodprint.org/issues/antibiotics-in-
our-food-system/. Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

30. Allen HK, Donato J, Wang HH, Cloud-Hansen KA, Davies J, Handelsman J. 
Call of the wild: antibiotic resistance genes in natural environments. Nat Rev 
Microbiol. 2010;8(4):251–9.

31. Udikovic-Kolic N, Wichmann F, Broderick NA, Handelsman J. Bloom of 
resident antibiotic-resistant bacteria in soil following manure fertilization. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 2014, 111(42):15202–15207.

32. Steede GM, Meyers C, Li N, Irlbeck E, Gearhart S. A content analysis of antibi-
otic use in livestock in national US newspapers. J Appl Commun 2019, 103(1).

33. Boxall AB, Johnson P, Smith EJ, Sinclair CJ, Stutt E, Levy LS. Uptake of veteri-
nary medicines from soils into plants. J Agric Food Chem. 2006;54(6):2288–97.

34. Hernando-Amado S, Coque TM, Baquero F, Martínez JL. Defining and com-
bating antibiotic resistance from one health and Global Health perspectives. 
Nat Microbiol. 2019;4(9):1432–42.

35. The top 10 U.S. daily newspapers by circulation https://fullintel.com/top-
media-outlets/the-top-10-us-daily-newspapers. Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

36. Los Angeles Times https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Los_Angeles_Times. 
Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

37. About the Los Angeles Times. https://www.latimes.com/about]. Accessed 25 
Apr 2023.

38. The New York Times. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_New_York_Times. 
Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

39. New York Times Adds. 455,000 Subscriptions in Third Quarter https://www.
nytimes.com/2021/11/03/business/media/new-york-times-3q-earnings.html. 
Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

40. Feinerer I, Hornik K, Meyer D. Text mining infrastructure in R. J Stat Softw. 
2008;25:1–54.

41. Control CfD. Prevention: antibiotic resistance threats in the United States. US 
Department of Health and Human Services, Centres for Disease Control and 
…; 2019.

42. Marsh HL. A comparative analysis of crime coverage in newspapers in the 
United States and other countries from 1960–1989: a review of the literature. 
J Criminal Justice. 1991;19(1):67–79.

43. 2019 Crime in the United States. https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2019/
crime-in-the-u.s.-2019/topic-pages/violent-crime. Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

44. Basch CH, Kecojevic A, Wagner VH. Coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
the online versions of highly circulated US daily newspapers. J Community 
Health. 2020;45(6):1089–97.

45. Choi VK, Shrestha S, Pan X, Gelfand MJ. When danger strikes: A linguistic 
tool for tracking America’s collective response to threats. Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences 2022, 119(4).

46. Murray CJ, Ikuta KS, Sharara F, Swetschinski L, Aguilar GR, Gray A, Han C, 
Bisignano C, Rao P, Wool E. Global burden of bacterial antimicrobial resistance 
in 2019: a systematic analysis. The Lancet 2022.

47. Kirchhelle C. Pharming animals: a global history of antibiotics in food produc-
tion (1935–2017). Palgrave Commun. 2018;4(1):1–13.

48. Timeline of FDA Action on Antimicrobial Resistance. https://www.fda.gov/
animal-veterinary/antimicrobial-resistance/timeline-fda-action-antimicrobial-
resistance. Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

49. FDA Announces Implementation of GFI #213., Outlines Continuing 
Efforts to Address Antimicrobial Resistance https://wayback.archive-it.
org/7993/20190423131636/https://www.fda.gov/AnimalVeterinary/NewsEv-
ents/CVMUpdates/ucm535154.htm. Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

50. Office UGA. Antibiotic resistance: agencies have made limited progress 
addressing antibiotic use in animals. In.: US Government Accountability 
Office Washington, DC.; 2011.

51. Stivers T, Timmermans S. Arriving at no: patient pressure to prescribe antibiot-
ics and physicians’ responses. Soc Sci Med. 2021;290:114007.

52. Goto M, McDanel JS, Jones MM, Livorsi DJ, Ohl ME, Beck BF, Richardson KK, 
Alexander B, Perencevich EN. Antimicrobial nonsusceptibility of gram-neg-
ative bloodstream isolates, Veterans Health Administration system, United 
States, 2003–2013. Emerg Infect Dis. 2017;23(11):1815.

53. Baquero F. Threats of antibiotic resistance: an obliged reappraisal. Int Micro-
biol 2021:1–8.

54. van Rijn M, Haverkate M, Achterberg P, Timen A. The public uptake of infor-
mation about antibiotic resistance in the Netherlands. Public Underst Sci. 
2019;28(4):486–503.

55. Fletcher-Lartey S, Yee M, Gaarslev C, Khan R. Why do general practitioners 
prescribe antibiotics for upper respiratory tract infections to meet patient 
expectations: a mixed methods study. BMJ open. 2016;6(10):e012244.

56. Cole A. GPs feel pressurised to prescribe unnecessary antibiotics, survey finds. 
In.: British Medical Journal Publishing Group; 2014.

57. Grigoryan L, Germanos G, Zoorob R, Juneja S, Raphael JL, Paasche-Orlow MK, 
Trautner BW. Use of Antibiotics without a prescription in the U.S. Population: 
a scoping review. Ann Intern Med. 2019;171(4):257–63.

58. Bianco A, Licata F, Trovato A, Napolitano F, Pavia M. Antibiotic-dispensing 
practice in Community Pharmacies: results of a cross-sectional study in Italy. 
Antimicrob Agents Chemother 2021, 65(6).

59. Licata F, Angelillo S, Oliverio A, Bianco A. The internet: friend or foe of Antibi-
otic Resistance? Results of a cross-sectional study among italian University 
students. Antibiot (Basel) 2021, 10(9).

60. Goff DA, Mangino JE, Trolli E, Scheetz R, Goff D. Private practice dentists 
improve antibiotic Use after Dental Antibiotic Stewardship Education from 
Infectious Diseases experts. Open Forum Infectious Diseases 2022, 9(8).

61. Wang R, Degnan KO, Luther VP, Szymczak JE, Goren EN, Logan A, Shnekendorf 
R, Hamilton KW. Development of a multifaceted antimicrobial stewardship 
curriculum for Undergraduate Medical Education: the antibiotic stewardship, 
Safety, utilization, resistance, and evaluation (ASSURE) Elective. Open Forum 
Infectious Diseases 2021, 8(6).

62. Breland JY, Quintiliani LM, Schneider KL, May CN, Pagoto S. Social media as 
a Tool to increase the impact of Public Health Research. Am J Public Health. 
2017;107(12):1890–1.

63. Acharya KP, Subedi D. Use of Social Media as a Tool to reduce antibiotic 
usage: a neglected Approach to combat Antimicrobial Resistance in Low and 
Middle Income Countries. Front Public Health. 2020;8:558576.

64. How social media can distort. and misinform when communicating science 
https://theconversation.com/how-social-media-can-distort-and-misinform-
when-communicating-science-59044. Accessed 25 Apr 2023.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in 
published maps and institutional affiliations.

https://foodprint.org/issues/antibiotics-in-our-food-system/
https://foodprint.org/issues/antibiotics-in-our-food-system/
https://fullintel.com/top-media-outlets/the-top-10-us-daily-newspapers
https://fullintel.com/top-media-outlets/the-top-10-us-daily-newspapers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Los_Angeles_Times
https://www.latimes.com/about
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_New_York_Times
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/03/business/media/new-york-times-3q-earnings.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/03/business/media/new-york-times-3q-earnings.html
https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2019/crime-in-the-u.s.-2019/topic-pages/violent-crime
https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2019/crime-in-the-u.s.-2019/topic-pages/violent-crime
https://www.fda.gov/animal-veterinary/antimicrobial-resistance/timeline-fda-action-antimicrobial-resistance
https://www.fda.gov/animal-veterinary/antimicrobial-resistance/timeline-fda-action-antimicrobial-resistance
https://www.fda.gov/animal-veterinary/antimicrobial-resistance/timeline-fda-action-antimicrobial-resistance
https://wayback.archive-it.org/7993/20190423131636/https://www.fda.gov/AnimalVeterinary/NewsEvents/CVMUpdates/ucm535154.htm
https://wayback.archive-it.org/7993/20190423131636/https://www.fda.gov/AnimalVeterinary/NewsEvents/CVMUpdates/ucm535154.htm
https://wayback.archive-it.org/7993/20190423131636/https://www.fda.gov/AnimalVeterinary/NewsEvents/CVMUpdates/ucm535154.htm
https://theconversation.com/how-social-media-can-distort-and-misinform-when-communicating-science-59044
https://theconversation.com/how-social-media-can-distort-and-misinform-when-communicating-science-59044

	Evaluating the long-term portrayal of antibiotic resistance in major U.S. newspapers
	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Newspaper coverage of antibiotic resistance is increasing over time and portrayed as a threat
	Specific pathogens are the focus of news coverage in each decade
	Agriculture is a major focus of news coverage on antibiotic resistance
	Agencies determining antibiotic policies receive little attention in news articles

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References


