
What is Clostridium 
diffi cile?
Clostridium diffi cile are bacteria 
(germs) that can cause an infection 
in the bowel which may result in 
diarrhoea. Clostridium diffi cile 
mainly causes infection amongst 
hospital patients, especially the 
elderly. Infection usually only occurs 
in patients who have received 
recent antibiotic therapy, as 
antibiotics alter the normal bacteria 
in the bowel allowing Clostridium 
diffi cile to multiply and cause 
diarrhoea. 

What types of illness does 
it cause?
Diarrhoea is the most common 
symptom but stomach pains and 
fever may also occur.

For most people this is a mild but 
uncomfortable illness and they will 
make a full recovery. Some elderly 

patients/residents can become ill 
with dehydration caused by the 
diarrhoea.

How is the disease 
diagnosed?
Diagnosis is confi rmed by the 
laboratory following the testing of 
a sample of diarrhoea which should 
be obtained if Clostridium diffi cile 
is suspected. Usually, if a diagnosis 
is confi rmed, further samples will 
not be taken unless there is a 
relapse after treatment.

How is Clostridium diffi cile 
treated? 
If possible, antibiotics that are 
used to treat any other infections 
that you may have (eg a chest 
infection) are stopped.  However 
it is sometimes necessary to be 
given specifi c treatment against 
Clostridium diffi cile, and two 
antibiotics – Metronidazole and 

Vancomycin, both of which can be 
taken by mouth, are very effective.

How is the spread of 
Clostridium diffi cile 
controlled?

The most effective way to prevent 
the bacteria from spreading is 
by hand washing, using soap and 
water before and after contact 
with the patient / client and their 
environment. Staff, patients and 
clients should always wash their 
hands after using the toilet, and 
before eating, and be offered 
appropriate facilities to do so.

Staff within hospitals will wear 
disposable gloves and aprons 
when caring for infected patients. 
Thorough cleaning is an important 
means of removing the spores 
from the environment. Patients in 
hospital with Clostridium diffi cile 
are generally placed in isolation 
unless there are reasons the 



individual patient is unable to go 
into a side room. 

Is there a risk to 
healthcare workers and 
patients’ relatives?
Because most patients with this 
condition have recently received 
antibiotics, doctors, nurses and 
other healthcare workers and 
patients’ relatives are at little risk 
of catching the illness.

How can this infection be 
prevented?
The key to preventing and 
controlling the spread of this 
infection is the sensible use of 
antibiotics and good hygiene.
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Where can I get more 
information about 
Clostridium Diffi cile?

Health Protection Scotland
www.hps.scot.nhs.uk

The Health Protection Agency
www.hpa.org.uk

The Centers for Disease Control, 
Atlanta, USA
www.cdc.gov

NHS Greater Glasgow & Clyde
www.nhsggc.org.uk/infectioncontrol
0141 201 4931

Futher advice can be obtained by 
contacting the local Infection Control 
Team


