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QUALITY:  When Are Antibiotics Appropriate for Acute Sinusitis? 

Patients presenting with symptoms consistent with 
sinusitis are commonly treated with a course of an-
tibiotics. However, antibiotic treatment for sinusitis 
comes with increased health care costs and the risk of 
unnecessary side effects, including digestive issues and 
allergic reactions—and, per otolaryngology and other 
guidelines, is frequently unnecessary. 

US Family Health Plan’s quality team was interest-
ed in how the treatment of USFHP patients adheres 
to the guidelines. The team pulled claims data from 
plan members who were given the diagnosis of acute 
sinusitis and were treated with antibiotics. We then 
selected a statistically significant random sample. This 
sample was reviewed against the criteria for treatment 
described by  Choosing Wisely: Treating Sinus Problems, 
a guideline developed by Consumer Reports in cooper-
ation with the American Academy of Allergy, Asthma 
& Immunology. The guideline recommends antibiotic 

treatment only for acute bacterial sinusitis, defined as 
symptoms of sinusitis persisting for 10 days or more, or 
for symptoms that first improve and then worsen. Our 
quality team found that 61% of patients in the sample 
population received antibiotics when symptoms persist-
ed for 10 days or more. This concurs with the  Choosing 
Wisely  guidelines. The other 39% were treated earlier 
in their illness. All of these patients were found on 
exam to have sinus tenderness. Sinus tenderness is not 
an indication of bacterial sinusitis and therefore not an 
indication for antibiotic treatment. 

As we study this data with an eye to a quality bench-
mark, we believe that 61% adherence to the guideline 
is too low. An appropriate rate may be closer to  
75–80%. In our next edition of this newsletter, we  
will share appropriate diagnostic criteria and use of  
antibiotics in the treatment of acute sinusitis.


