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Antimicrobial Stewardship Strategy:  
Systematic antibiotic allergy verification 

Clarification and clear documentation of allergy status to help optimize the selection of antimicrobials. 

Description 

This is an overview and not intended to be an  
all-inclusive summary. As a general principle, patients 
must be monitored by the health care team after 
changes to therapy resulting from recommendations 
made by the antimicrobial stewardship team. 

Allergic reactions to antimicrobials are often overreported 

by patients, since many reactions are actually adverse 

effects and not true allergies. As well, the incidence of 

cross-reactivity between antimicrobials (e.g., among the 

beta-lactam agents) is often overestimated by health care 

providers and overstated in older references.  

Both situations may result in the avoidance of safer, less 

costly and/or more effective antimicrobials (e.g., the use of 

vancomycin instead of a beta-lactam for a beta-lactam 

susceptible organism). 

Systematic allergy assessment with appropriate 

documentation and interpretation for all patients—or 

targeting those prescribed antimicrobial agents—could help 

optimize the selection of antimicrobial agents and/or avoid 

broad-spectrum or more toxic alternatives. This may be 

performed by the antimicrobial stewardship team, clinical 

or decentralized pharmacists, or by clinicians (including 

dispensary pharmacists) as needed. 

It is important that once an allergy is clarified or refuted, the patient’s record is updated accordingly. The 

patient and/or patient’s family should also be informed about how to clearly report a true allergy versus 

an adverse effect in future encounters with health care providers. 

http://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/BrowseByTopic/InfectiousDiseases/AntimicrobialStewardshipProgram/Documents/ASP_Strategy_Criteria_Reference_Guide.pdf
http://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/BrowseByTopic/InfectiousDiseases/AntimicrobialStewardshipProgram/Documents/ASP_Strategy_Criteria_Reference_Guide.pdf
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A more advanced service includes pharmacist- or physician-managed penicillin skin testing programs to 

verify IgE-mediated penicillin allergy in patients for whom a penicillin agent is indicated and who have an 

unclear history of severe reaction. 

Advantages 

 Promotes use of narrower-spectrum/more effective agents (e.g., alternate beta-lactam instead of 

fluoroquinolone for patients with a penicillin allergy) or agents with better efficacy and/or lower 

toxicity (e.g., cefazolin instead of vancomycin for penicillin allergy).  

 Numerous references are available to provide guidance about allergy history-taking, 

documentation and interpretation, and assessment of incidence and risks of cross-allergenicity 

among beta-lactam agents.  

 Improving assessment and prescribing in penicillin-allergic patients is a focus of the Association of 

Medical Microbiology and Infectious Disease Canada/Choosing Wisely Canada program 

recommendations.1 

Disadvantages 

 Detailed, systematic-history taking may be time-consuming. 

 Significant resources and expertise required for formal skin-testing programs. 

Requirements 

 Staff familiar with the required procedures. 

Associated Metrics 

 Number of patients with allergies assessed. 

 Number of interventions related to allergy clarification and documentation. 

 Clinical significance of interventions (advanced). 
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Additional Useful References 

Select articles to provide supplemental information and insight into the strategy described and/or 
examples of how the strategy was applied; not a comprehensive reference list. URLs are provided 
when materials are freely available on the Internet. 

 Hippern LD, Halapy H. Assessing penicillin allergies with a structured assessment form. Can J Hosp Pharm. 
2000; 53:184–92. Available from: http://www.cjhp-online.ca/cshp/index.php/cjhp/article/view/728/863 or  

An example of a penicillin allergy assessment form is provided. 

 Khan DA, Solensky R. Drug Allergy. J Allergy Clin Immunol. 2010;125(2 Suppl 2):S126–37. 

Discusses how to manage allergies to many drug classes, including beta-lactams and 

sulfonamides. 

 Allergic cross-reactivity among beta-lactam antibiotics: an update. Pharm Lett. 

2009;25(4):250415. 

Discusses true rate of cross-sensitivity and contains protocols for graded challenges to  

establish tolerance. 

 Seitz CS, Bröcker EB, Trautmann A. Diagnostic testing in suspected fluoroquinolone 

hypersensitivity. Clin Exp Allergy. 2009 Nov;39(11):1738–45. Epub 2009 Sep 3. 

Used protocol of increasing oral doses to establish tolerance to quinolones from different 

generations. 

 Unger NR, Gauthier TP, Cheung LW. Penicillin skin testing: potential implications for antimicrobial 

stewardship. Pharmacotherapy. 2013;33(8):856–67.  

 Trubiano J, Phillips E. Antimicrobial stewardship’s new weapon? A review of antibiotic allergy and 

pathways to “de-labeling”. Curr Opin Infect Dis. 2013;26(6):526–37. Available from: 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3862073/ 

Samples/Examples 

 Example 1: Sunnybrook Health Sciences Centre - Algorithm for Assessment of Patients Labeled 

“Allergic” to a Beta-lactam Antibiotic 

 Example 2: Providence Health Care, BC - Penicillin Allergy De-labelling Program Form 

 Example 3: Providence Health Care, BC - Penicillin Allergy Algorithm for Surgical Patients  

These documents have been generously shared by various health care institutions to help others 

develop and build their antimicrobial stewardship programs. We recommend crediting an institution 

when adopting a specific tool/form/pathway in its original form.  

http://www.cjhp-online.ca/cshp/index.php/cjhp/article/view/728/863
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Trubiano%20J%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=24126717
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Phillips%20E%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=24126717
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24126717
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3862073/
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Examples that contain clinical or therapeutic recommendations may not necessarily be consistent with 

published guidelines, or be appropriate or directly applicable to other institutions. All examples should 

be considered in the context of the institution’s population, setting and local antibiogram.  

The materials and information in this section are not owned by Public Health Ontario. Neither Public 

Health Ontario nor the institution sharing the document shall be responsible for the use of any tools and 

resources by a third party.  

Links with Other Strategies  

 Prescriber education 

 Surgical antibiotic prophylaxis optimization 

Disclaimer 

This document may be freely used without permission for non-commercial purposes only and provided 
that appropriate credit is given to Public Health Ontario. No changes and/or modifications may be made 
to the content without explicit written permission from Public Health Ontario. 

Citation 

Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Antimicrobial Stewardship 
Strategy: Systematic antibiotic allergy verification. Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario; 2016.   

©Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2016 

For further information 

Antimicrobial Stewardship Program, Infection Prevention and Control, Public Health Ontario. 

Email: asp@oahpp.ca 

Public Health Ontario acknowledges the financial support of the Ontario Government.

http://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/BrowseByTopic/InfectiousDiseases/AntimicrobialStewardshipProgram/Documents/ASP_Strategy_Prescriber_Education.pdf
http://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/BrowseByTopic/InfectiousDiseases/AntimicrobialStewardshipProgram/Documents/ASP_Strategy_Surgical_Antibiotic_Prophylaxis.pdf
http://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/BrowseByTopic/InfectiousDiseases/AntimicrobialStewardshipProgram/Pages/Antimicrobial-Stewardship-Program.aspx
mailto:asp@oahpp.ca
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Example 1: Sunnybrook Health Sciences Centre - Algorithm for Assessment of 

Patients Labeled “Allergic” to a Beta-lactam Antibiotic 

 
Disclaimer 

This resource was created by Sunnybrook Health Sciences Centre. PHO is not the owner of this content and does not take 
responsibility for the information provided within this document. Neither PHO nor Sunnybrook Health Sciences Centre shall 
be responsible for the subsequent use of any tools and resources by any third party. 
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Example 2: Providence Health Care, BC - Penicillin Allergy De-labelling 

Program Form 

 

Disclaimer 

This resource was created by Providence Health Care. PHO is not the owner of this content and does not take responsibility 
for the information provided within this document. Neither PHO nor Providence Health Care shall be responsible for the 
subsequent use of any tools and resources by any third party. 
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Example 2: Providence Health Care, BC - Penicillin Allergy De-labelling 

Program Form (continued) 

 
Disclaimer 

This resource was created by Providence Health Care. PHO is not the owner of this content and does not take responsibility 
for the information provided within this document. Neither PHO nor Providence Health Care shall be responsible for the 
subsequent use of any tools and resources by any third party. 
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Example 3: Providence Health Care, BC - Penicillin Allergy Algorithm for 

Surgical Patients 

 

Disclaimer 

This resource was created by Providence Health Care. PHO is not the owner of this content and does not take responsibility 
for the information provided within this document. Neither PHO nor Providence Health Care shall be responsible for the 
subsequent use of any tools and resources by any third party. 


