
Th e toxins destroy cells and produce patches 
(plaques) of infl ammatory cells and decaying 
cellular debris inside the colon and cause 
watery diarrhea.

How do Antibiotics cause C diff .?  Th e 
antibiotics cause a disruption in the normal 
intestinal fl ora which leads to an over growth 
of C diffi  cile bacteria in the colon. Leading 
antibiotics are known to disrupt the normal 
intestinal fl ora.

Previous studies indicate that C. diffi  cile 
has become the most common microbial 
cause of healthcare-associated infections in 
U.S. hospitals and costs up to $4.8 billion 
each year in excess health care costs for 
acute care facilities alone.  Th e new study 
found that 1 out of every 5 patients with a 
healthcare-associated C. diffi  cile infection 
experienced a recurrence of the infection 
and 1 out of every 9 patients aged 65 or older 
with a healthcare-associated with C. diffi  cile 
infection died within 30 days of diagnosis.

Risk Factors

• Current or recent antibiotic use. Taking 
antibiotics increases the risk for acquiring a 
CDI by 7 – 10 times

• Being aged 65 or older
• Admission to the hospital for more 

than 8 hours, especially if admitted through 
the hospital emergency room

• Admission to the intensive care unit
• Residency in a nursing home
• Other risk factors include using 

antacids and gastrointestinal surgery

Prevention
To help prevent the spread of C. diffi  cile, 

hospitals and other health care facilities 
follow strict infection-control guidelines. 
If you have a friend or family member 
in a hospital or nursing home, don’t be 
afraid to remind caregivers to follow the 
recommended precautions.
Preventive measures include:

• Hand-washing. Health care workers 
should practice good hand hygiene before 
and aft er treating each person in their care. 
In the event of a C. diffi  cile outbreak, using 
soap and warm water is a better choice for 

hand hygiene, because alcohol-based hand 
sanitizers do not eff ectively destroy 
C. diffi  cile spores. Visitors also should wash 
their hands with soap and warm water 
before and aft er leaving the room or using 
the bathroom.

• Contact precautions. People who are 
hospitalized with C. diffi  cile have a private 
room or share a room with someone who 
has the same illness. Hospital staff  and 
visitors wear disposable gloves and isolation 
gowns while in the room.

• Th orough cleaning. In any setting, all 
surfaces should be carefully disinfected with 
a product that contains chlorine bleach. C. 
diffi  cile spores can survive routine cleaning 
products that don’t contain bleach.

• Avoid unnecessary use of antibiotics. 
Th ey are sometimes prescribed for viral 
illnesses that aren’t helped by these drugs. 
Take a wait-and-see attitude with simple 
ailments. If you do need an antibiotic, 
ask your doctor to prescribe one that has 
a narrow range and that you take for the 
shortest time possible.
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What is Clostridium diffi  cile?
Clostridium diffi  cile is gram-positive, 

anaerobic, and a spore, rod/spindle-shape, a 
common bacterium of the human intestine

• Clostridium diffi  cile 
(klos-TRID-e-uhm dif-uh-SEEL), or C. 
diff , is a Gram-positive, spore-forming 
bacterium or germ
• C. diff  may colonize the human colon. 
It is present in 2-5% of the population
• C. diff  is found throughout the 

environment in soil, air, water, human and 
animal feces, and in contaminated food 
products

• Th is bacterium can lead to an infection 
in the colon called Clostridium diffi  cile 
infection, or CDI

• Symptoms of CDI may include watery 
diarrhea (known as Clostridium diffi  cile-
associated diarrhea, or CDAD), fever, 

nausea, abdominal cramping, dehydration, 
and loss of appetite.

C diff . becomes a serious gastrointestinal 
infection when individuals have been 
exposed to antibiotic therapy, and/or have 
experienced a long-term hospitalization, 
and/or have had an extended stay in a 
long-term care facility. However; the risk 
of acquiring a C diff . infection (CDI) has 
increased as it is in the community and 
found in outpatient settings. Th ere are 
signifi cant risk factors in patients who are 
immunosuppressant, individuals who have 
been on antibiotic therapy, and the elderly 
population.

Prevalence
• C. diff  is the most common cause of 

infectious diarrhea in healthcare settings

• C. diff  caused nearly 500,000 infections 
in one year, and 29,000 deaths

• CDI accounts for signifi cant rates of 
illness and death. In 2011, C. diffi  cile was the 
17th leading cause of death for people aged 
65 years and older

• CDI is being increasingly recognized as 
a cause of diarrhea in the general community 
and in populations without the traditional 
risk factors for CDI

• CDI recurs in about 1 in 5 patients. 

Causes 
C. diffi  cile bacteria are found throughout 

the environment — in soil, air, water, human 
and animal feces, and food products, such as 
processed meats. A small number of healthy 
people naturally carry the bacteria in their 
large intestine and don’t have ill eff ects from 
the infection.

C. diffi  cile infection is most commonly 
associated with health care and recent 
antibiotic use, occurring in hospitals and 
other health care facilities where a much 
higher percentage of people carry the 
bacteria. However, studies show increasing 

rates of community-associated C. diffi  cile 
infection, which occurs among populations 
traditionally not considered high risk, such 
as children and people without a history of 
antibiotic use or recent hospitalization.

Spores from C. diffi  cile bacteria are 
passed in feces and spread to food, surfaces 
and objects when people who are infected 
don’t wash their hands thoroughly. Th ese 
spores can persist in a room for weeks or 
months. If you touch a surface contaminated 
with C. diffi  cile spores, you may then 
unknowingly swallow the bacteria.

Your intestines contain about 100 trillion 
bacterial cells and up to 2,000 diff erent kinds 
of bacteria, many of which help protect your 
body from infection. When you take an 
antibiotic to treat an infection, these drugs 
tend to destroy some of the normal, helpful 

bacteria in addition to the bacteria causing 
the infection. Without enough healthy 
bacteria to keep it in check, C. diffi  cile can 
quickly grow out of control. Th e antibiotics 
that most oft en lead to C. diffi  cile infections 
include fl uoroquinolones, cephalosporins, 
penicillins and clindamycin.

Once established, C. diffi  cile can produce 
toxins that attack the lining of the intestine. 
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