
March 2015 – Clostridium difficile 
 
You may or may not have heard about Clostridium difficile or C. diff, but it is time to give it some 
attention.  The CDC released a report last month stating  the most common healthcare-associated 
infection is due to Clostridium difficile.  I’ll show you why this is important to you and your family. 
 
Clostridium difficile is a spore-forming, Gram-positive  bacterium that resides in our gastro-intestinal or 
G-I tracts.  It produces two exotoxins:  toxin A and toxin B.   It can and does cause sickness in humans.  
Our intestines contain millions of bacteria, many of which protect us from infection.  However, when we 
take antibiotics to treat an existing infection, sometimes this drug can destroy the normal, helpful 
bacteria.  This may result in an overgrowth of bacteria such as C. diff.  When that happens, this could 
lead to serious illness, even death. 
 
Generally speaking, this is a disease of older people.  Also, it is seen more in people who are in hospitals, 
nursing homes or other long-term care facilities.  However, according to CDC, this is changing to a 
certain degree.  The CDC states in their most recent report that 1/3 of patients with C. diff infections did 
not have a recent hospital stay, although 80 percent of them visited an outpatient doctor’s or dentist’s 
office in the previous 12 weeks.  The point here is that more disease is being reported in traditionally 
“low risk” persons, and this includes children. 
 
I can’t begin to tell you how many times friends and family members ask me to prescribe them an 
antibiotic for what they perceive as a bacterial illness, when in fact the origin of their problem is either 
viral or due to an allergy to pollen, for example.  I tell them I could be doing them more harm than good 
by giving them a prescription, but oft times, they go away upset because I did not comply with their 
request.  C. diff is one reason why I don’t like prescribing antibiotics when I know the disease will go 
away on its own in a limited period of time.   
 
This is definitely a medication-associated illness, and therefore, it can be prevented.  Who is at risk: 
 
People in healthcare-associated facilities 
 
Those who are currently taking or have recently taken an antibiotic.  This is especially true if on 
antibiotics for a lengthy period of time or using multiple antibiotics.  Often, a so-called broad-spectrum 
antibiotic is the culprit, as it is one which targets a wide range of bacteria.  The most common types of 
antibiotics associated with C. diff infection are penicillins, fluoroquinolones, cephalosporins and 
clindamycin. 
 
Patients taking drugs to decrease their stomach acid, including PPI’s, or Proton Pump Inhibitors are also 
at risk. 
 
It should be noted this organism is found in soil, water and in the feces of both animals and humans.  It 
can spread via direct contact, from person to person or object to person, as the spores have the ability 
to produce infection.   In other words, it can spread from contact with other people and objects such as 
cell phones and remote controls, as examples. 
 
SYMPTOMS include those ranging from mild to severe, which again can lead to death.  Here are a few to 
consider: 
 



Watery diarrhea at least three times per day for two or more days 
 
Abdominal cramping, pain and tenderness 
 
If severe, you will know it: 
 
Watery diarrhea 10-15 times per day  
 
Very painful, cramping distended abdomen 
 
Blood and/or pus in the stool-Pseudomembranous Colitis 
 
Weight loss 
 
COMPLICATIONS may include volume depletion with loss of fluid and electrolytes, kidney failure, Toxic 
Megacolon or bowel perforation, ( a hole in the intestine), and even death. 
 
TESTS to prove infection include stool  samples for C. diff, blood tests, CT scan, or colonoscopy with 
samples and biopsies. 
 
PREVENTION: 
 
Hand washing 
 
Contact Precautions such as wearing disposable gloves/gowns 
 
Thorough cleaning 
 
Avoid unnecessary use of antibiotics 
 
Also, I think it is a good idea to take Probiotics when on antibiotics to restore G-I tract bacteria.  
Probiotics replace organisms such as bacteria and yeast.   
 
TREATMENT: 
 
Antibiotics such as Flagyl, Metronidazole, Vancomycin and Fidaxomicin are used to treat these 
infections. 
 
Surgery is sometimes required to treat this infection in severe cases.  The colon can be so damaged it 
needs to be removed. 
 
The CDC also mentioned C. diff infections caused over ½ million “life-threatening,” infections each year 
and cause 29,000 deaths per year.  This is a very serious infection you should know about, because in 
many cases, like anything else, it can be prevented. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Dr. Steve 


