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Despite significant resource mobilization to address antimicrobial
resistance (AMR), a persistent ‘action gap’ remains between AMR
governance and the realization of societal change. Across inter-
national and national governance networks, AMR is widely recog-
nized as an issue that goes beyond human health, requiring
considerable and urgent attention from all sectors of society. In
contrast, AMR awareness campaigns remain predominantly
focused on framing AMR as a human health issue, with messages
targeting individualistic antimicrobial consumption. In this article,
we make the case that AMR awareness campaigns should frame
the issue as one that goes beyond human health, in order to en-
gage a greater number and broader array of stakeholders from
across society. We argue that this could support efforts to reduce
the AMR action gap, by making the issue more relevant to a wider
range of stakeholders, expanding the sphere of responsibility and
moving the focus from individualistic to societal-wide change.

The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated not only the far-
reaching impact of a single untreatable infectious pathogen but
also the scope for rapid, societal-wide change in response to such
a threat. Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) has received considerable
international attention and resources, and potentially poses a
much greater long-term clinical, economic, social and environ-
mental threat than COVID-19,1–3 yet societal-wide engagement
and action on the issue is proving difficult to realize.4,5 At the heart
of the response to COVID-19 has been effective communication
between stakeholders from different sectors, with problems of
noncompliance blamed on poor clarity and consistency of
messaging, even when backed by law.6 The UK Government’s in-
dependent review on AMR recommended a massive global aware-
ness campaign estimated at 40–100 million USD per year,3 and
effective AMR communication is a cornerstone of the global AMR
action plan,7 however studies continue to show relatively low
levels of AMR awareness across the globe, with common misun-
derstandings and a sense among the public that AMR is an issue
beyond their control.8–10 The Interagency Co-ordination Group
(IACG) on AMR have identified the need to go beyond human
health when communicating AMR, recommending it is framed in
the context of achieving wider societal goals such as food security
and sustainable development in order to engage publics outside

the clinic and overcome the AMR public–policy ‘action gap’.4,11

Accordingly, the holistic One Health approach has become a
dominant discourse within international AMR policy documents
and national AMR action plans, despite criticism over its inherent
anthropocentricity.11–15 In contrast, the majority of public aware-
ness campaigns to date, and the recent guidelines developed to
support these, have remained focused on framing AMR as a
human health issue, with messages largely targeting individual
clinical encounters and antibiotic misuse rather than the wider so-
cietal action that is required to address both antibiotic misuse and
AMR transmission.8,16,17 For example, the UK’s ongoing ‘Keep
Antibiotics Working’ campaign specifically targets individual anti-
biotic users, and frames AMR as a human health issue that risks ‘a
more severe or longer illness’.18 Guidelines on the responsible use
of antibiotics in UK farm animals frame AMR as an issue that could
affect both human and animal health, but defer responsibility
from antimicrobial use in animals, repeatedly stating that ‘The
consensus amongst experts is that the main cause of antibiotic
resistance in human pathogens is the overuse and/or inappropri-
ate use of antibiotics in human medicine’.19 Thus, despite the
acknowledged importance of inclusive framing to engage a wider
audience, this is not how AMR is typically being communicated to
the public. We draw upon evidence to make the case that this
needs to change.

Widespread public support has been shown to be key for both
bringing policy development to the fore as well as for successful
implementation,8 and we take the assumption that effective com-
munication plays an important role in mobilizing the coordinated
support and effort required across sectors and disciplines to
achieve this.20,21 How a message is framed is key to clearly defin-
ing the problem, who is accountable, who will be impacted and,
importantly, the solutions.22 Framing AMR as an issue that goes
beyond human health would expand its defined impacts to incorp-
orate the significant risks that AMR transmission and the inappro-
priate use of antimicrobial compounds pose to global food
security, animal welfare and the natural environment. In turn, this
would expand the size of the population and the breadth of stake-
holders who consider the issue to have relevance to their lives,
increasing the number of people and organizations who may take
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action to address it. More inclusive framing of AMR would also val-
idate the use of animals and the environment to engage the public
on the issue; these are two emotive subjects that could help to
gain public support, and could be used to expand the impacts of
visual imagery, which is particularly emotive yet traditionally chal-
lenging for AMR awareness campaigns due to the microscopic
scale at which AMR operates.8,23 The use of antimicrobials in farm
animals and the environmental impacts of pharmaceutical pollu-
tants are current issues within the public domain and may be
more immediate to some publics than resistant infections;24,25

incorporating these into AMR communications may therefore help
to overcome our common tendencies towards temporal discount-
ing and proximization, whereby future and more distant risks are
perceived with reduced severity.20,26 More inclusive definitions of
the causes and solutions to the issue would also widen engage-
ment by going beyond ‘antimicrobial misuse’ and bringing greater
attention to the myriad of societal-wide factors that are increas-
ingly established as the major forces driving global AMR.27–29 By
framing AMR as an issue that goes beyond human health, the solu-
tions defined, and responsibility for their uptake, would reach fur-
ther than the individual antimicrobial consumer, who often has
limited capacity to act.20,30 This would extend culpability to sectors
of society that may seem remote from modern medicine but
nevertheless contribute towards providing an environment in
which AMR can emerge and disseminate, such as the food and
manufacturing industries.31

The international AMR community has called for more research
into optimizing AMR communications for local contexts, to improve
understanding of localized AMR risk in order to evaluate/prioritize
interventions and tailor solutions.4,8,10,16,32,33 To this end, framing
AMR as an issue that goes beyond human health would enable a
broader range of messages to be targeted to more diverse
audiences, and importantly help to engage those for whom the
risk of their actions undermining modern medicine is not a prior-
ity, for example, stakeholders in food production industries in
low- and middle-income countries.30 Future AMR awareness
planning could take lessons from COVID-19 and climate change
research into strategic narratives to address policy–society ac-
tion gaps, which have highlighted the importance of engaging
all stakeholders across society to iteratively co-create a narra-
tive through constructive dialogue.6,34 As the AMR Global
Leaders Group continues to provide leadership for AMR commu-
nication strategies, research into their practical implementation
should engage with those for whom these strategic narratives
are targeted. This needs to go beyond human health, to include
the plethora of actors from across the breadth of society whose
actions are responsible for the causes, solutions, and fate,
of AMR.
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