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About Clostridium difficile 

 

What is Clostridium difficile? 

Clostridium difficile (C. difficile) is a bacterium found in the large intestine of approximately 
3 - 5% of healthy adults in low numbers along with a variety of normal, “good” bacteria. It 
also produces spores which can survive for a long time in the environment. 

What does C. difficile cause? 

C. difficile infection causes diarrhoea ranging from mild symptoms to severe illness. This 
can occur following treatment with some type of commonly used antibiotics.  

Many of the normal, “good” bacteria will be killed off by these antibiotics, allowing the C. 
difficile bacteria to multiply in the intestine and produce a toxin which can damage the 
lining of the intestine, resulting in diarrhoea. 

What is Indeterminate C. difficile? 

This is when a patient has symptoms of diarrhoea but local laboratory investigations can 
not identify the toxin produced by the C.difficile bacteria. In this case the specimen will be 
sent to another laboratory for further testing. The result of this can take 1-2 weeks to come 
back. During this period patients receive the same treatment as for a positive C. difficile 
result. 

How does C. difficile spread? 

Spread of the bacteria can occur from an affected patient by direct contact with another 
patient, via hands of healthcare staff, or through equipment which is contaminated with C. 
difficile spores.   

A patient can excrete large numbers of these spores whilst suffering from diarrhoea which 
can contaminate equipment around their bed space (e.g. bed frames, commodes). 

Other formats 

If you need this information in another format such as audio tape 
or computer disk, Braille, large print, high contrast, British Sign 
Language or translated into another language, please telephone 
the PALS desk on 01271 314090. 
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How is it prevented? 

Health care staff prevent the spread of infection by ensuring they wash their hands using 
soap and water, wearing gloves and aprons when giving care such as washing and turning 
patients and when removing bedpans or commodes.   

All equipment used should be cleaned with detergent and water after each use to prevent 
the bacteria spreading from one patient to another. In addition, disinfectants are used on 
all commodes and equipment that have been in contact with an affected patient. 

How can it be treated? 

Where possible the antibiotics you are taking will be stopped and may be replaced with 
other, more specific antibiotics used to treat C. difficile.  

What happens next? 

Once the condition is diagnosed, you will usually be nursed in a single room to reduce the 
risk of spreading the infection to other patients. Occasionally patients are nursed in a bay 
together with others similarly affected. 

You will remain in a single room until you have had no diarrhoea for at least 2 days. You 
can then be returned to a bay with other patients. 

Besides the regular monitoring that your consultant and their team carry out, you may be 
visited once a week by the C. difficile multi-disciplinary team. This team consists of 
doctors, a pharmacist, an infection control nurse and dietician who will review your C. 
difficile treatment and discuss any concerns with you. 

Most people do not suffer any lasting effects, but if you need to see a doctor over the next 
few months you should mention that you have had C. difficile 

Will it affect my family and friends? 

C. difficile usually only affects people who have been treated with antibiotics. Family and 
friends may still visit you. However, they will be asked to report to the nurse in charge 
before visiting and will be encouraged to wash their hands thoroughly with soap and water 
before leaving the ward. 

Further information 

If you have any queries or concerns, please ask the ward staff or contact the Infection 
Prevention & Control Department, 01271 322680. 

 

 

PALS  

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) ensures that the NHS listens to 
patients, relatives, carers and friends, answers questions and resolves concerns as 
quickly as possible. If you have a query or concern call 01271 314090 or e-mail 
ndht.pals@nhs.net. You can also visit the PALS and Information Centre in person at 
North Devon District Hospital, Barnstaple.  
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Have your say 

Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust aims to provide high quality services. However, 
please tell us when something could be improved. If you have a comment or compliment 
about a service or treatment, please raise your comments with a member of staff or the 
PALS team in the first instance.  

‘Care Opinion’ comments forms are on all wards or online at www.careopinion.org.uk. 
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