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Background 
Antibiotics underpin modern medicine and save 
millions of lives per year globally. The UK has played an 
important role in highlighting the growing problem of 
AMR in international debates, however its contribution 
to the pipeline of novel antibiotics has not improved 
since the O’Neill review (2016). AMR is a complex, 
multi-generational challenge requiring us to build the 
foundations of a sustained response. This evidence brief 
highlights indicators that can help to monitor activity at 
the system level, providing intelligence that can inform 
the joined-up policies needed for this long-term effort.

The UK needs more 
systemic support for 
antibacterial innovation
The UK has played a leading role in international efforts to address antimicrobial 
resistance (AMR) through science policy and diplomacy. Domestically, a new 
reimbursement model that better recognises the value of new antibacterial drugs 
is being piloted, and there is much relevant research activity. However, areas 
of weakness remain that limit the UK’s contribution to antibacterial innovation. 
The UK’s capabilities in this vital field need long-term support through joined-up 
policies and a range of indicators need to be closely monitored to track the impact 
of these interventions. 

Main messages
•	 Expert interviews with a range of stakeholders and documentary analysis suggests that the 

UK needs a more coordinated approach to managing research and development (R&D) and 
innovation for new antibacterials. 

•	 Key indicators are declining for vital functions needed to support the UK’s role in antibacterial 
innovation.

•	 In order to ensure the UK continues to contribute new medicines to tackle AMR, government 
needs to adopt a systematic approach to monitoring indicators and actions to address 
weaknesses in the system.

•	 Consideration is needed around R&D funding levels and priority setting to ensure that key 
products are in fact advancing towards the market.

https://academic.oup.com/spp/article-abstract/39/1/74/1631968?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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1  Insufficient private sector antibacterial 
pipeline development 
The R&D pipeline of antibacterial drugs under 
development by UK-headquartered firms is declining, 
most notably at the pre-clinical end of the process. The 
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3  Network diagram showing co-authorship collaborations between the top-100 UK organisations 
publishing on the Medical Subject Headings term “antibacterial agents” (2015–2019)

3  Universities and hospitals are weakly 
linked to industry researchers
The UK antibacterial innovation system is fragmented, 
with insufficient flow of knowledge and information 
between academia, firms, funders and clinicians. This 
is illustrated by mapping collaborative activity through 
publication, which reveals that around half of UK firms 
engaged in relevant R&D do not collaborate with UK 
scientists on the topic of antibacterial agents – and many 
have no co-authored scientific articles at all. 

Positive developments, such as the Infection 
Innovation Consortium (iiCON) and the Antibiotic 
Discovery Accelerator Network (ABX) demonstrate 
how centrally-funded or grassroots initiatives can build 

community and coherence, but need to be embedded 
within wider networks.

Dedicated funding for open-source science, academic-
industry partnerships, translational research projects, 
and active technology transfer mechanisms may 
enhance knowledge diffusion, although incentives may 
need to be reshaped to facilitate links. 

4  Priorities need to guide R&D activity
In the absence of clear market signals, bodies like the 
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence 
(NICE) and the World Health Organization (WHO) 
play important roles in indicating areas of current and 
future healthcare needs to those developing products. 

Source: Authors’ analysis of Web of Science/Pubmed data

https://www.infectioninnovation.com/
https://www.infectioninnovation.com/
https://www.antibioticdiscovery.com/
https://www.antibioticdiscovery.com/
https://www.nice.org.uk/
https://www.nice.org.uk/
https://www.who.int/


“Drug-bug” lists at national and international levels 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-surveillance-programme-antimicrobial-utilisation-and-resistance-espaur-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-surveillance-programme-antimicrobial-utilisation-and-resistance-espaur-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-surveillance-programme-antimicrobial-utilisation-and-resistance-espaur-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/advisory-committee-on-antimicrobial-prescribing-resistance-and-healthcare-associated-infections
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/advisory-committee-on-antimicrobial-prescribing-resistance-and-healthcare-associated-infections
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/advisory-committee-on-antimicrobial-prescribing-resistance-and-healthcare-associated-infections
https://globalcoalitiononaging.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/GCOA-AMR-Preparedness-Index_FINAL.pdf
https://carb-x.org/
https://www.amractionfund.com/
https://www.amractionfund.com/


Greater mobilisation also requires new human resources, 
with current numbers of available microbiologist 
researchers and clinicians a potential concern.  

7  Increased advocacy for tackling AMR
The UK has played a major role internationally in 
promoting action to tackle AMR. Key to this work has 
been the high priority given to AMR by Dame Sally 

https://amr-review.org/sites/default/files/160525_Final%20paper_with%20cover.pdf
https://amr-review.org/sites/default/files/160525_Final%20paper_with%20cover.pdf
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https://www.bio.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/BIO-Antibacterial-Report-2022.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-5-year-action-plan-for-antimicrobial-resistance-2019-to-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-20-year-vision-for-antimicrobial-resistance
https://amr-review.org/sites/default/files/160525_Final%20paper_with%20cover.pdf
https://amr-review.org/sites/default/files/160525_Final%20paper_with%20cover.pdf

