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FOR THE PATIENT

Clostridium 
difficile infection

Clostridium difficile (or C. diff for short) is a 
germ that can cause diarrhea. Most of the time, 
people are infected with C. diff after they have 
taken antibiotics. The antibiotics kill the good 

germs in the gut that stop C. diff from growing. As it 
grows, C. diff releases toxins that irritate or even damage 
the colon. These infections usually occur in places where 
people receive medical care. The germ can be spread 
from person to person on contaminated equipment and 
on the hands of physicians, nurses and other health care 
providers. But C. diff is found not only in places such as 
hospitals and other health care facilities. These germs 
can be found on many surfaces, especially in bathrooms. 
C. diff spores can live outside of the body for a long time 
on surfaces and items such as bathroom fixtures.

WHO IS AT RISK?
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention, 94 percent of C. diff infections occur in people 
who recently received medical care in a hospital, a nurs-
ing home, a physician’s office or an outpatient surgical 
center.1 The germ is linked to 14,000 deaths each year 
in the United States. More than 90 percent of the people 
who die of this infection are older than 65 years. The 
chance of getting this infection also is higher for people 
who have another medical problem or a depressed im-
mune system (for example, from cancer, steroid use, hu-
man immunodeficiency virus [HIV] infection). People 
who take antibiotics for a long period of time also are at 
higher risk.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS?
Most of the time, C. diff infections occur after people 
take antibiotics. If you are taking antibiotics or took 
them within a few months, the following symptoms may 
be caused by a C. diff infection: 
dwatery diarrhea (at least three times a day for two or 
more days);

dfever;
dbelly pain and tenderness;
dnausea;
dloss of appetite.

WHAT CAN I DO TO PREVENT INFECTION? 
Always take your antibiotics the way your dentist or 
physician told you to take them. Don’t skip doses or stop 
taking the medication before you run out. Make sure to 
clean your hands often, especially after using the bath-
room and before eating or preparing food. 

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF I HAVE SYMPTOMS?
If you have had diarrhea for several days within a few 
days to months of taking an antibiotic, tell your physi-
cian. A stool sample can be tested for the germ. Your 
physician may do other tests if he or she thinks there 
may be complications. 

HOW IS THE INFECTION TREATED?
In about one of four people, the C. diff infection will 
go away two to three days after stopping the antibiotic. 
If treatment is needed, your health care provider will 
prescribe an antibiotic that is different from the one that 
caused the C. diff infection. A bad infection can damage 
the colon, and surgery may be needed. ■
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“For the Patient” provides general information for dental patients. 
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