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What is Clostridioides difficile?

Clostridioides difficile (known as C. difficile) is a bacterium, which can be 
found in the gut of up to 1 in every 30 healthy adults. It is also found in 
the soil and in the guts of animals.

Like many other bacteria, C. difficile can live inside us without causing 
us any harm. In certain circumstances, the C. difficile bacteria can 
increase in numbers in the gut, release a toxin (poison) that causes C. 
difficile infection. For example, certain antibiotics alter the balance of 
bacteria in your gut, allowing the C. difficile bacteria to increase in 
numbers and release a toxin.

What is C. difficile toxin?

The toxin is a poison that is released into the bowel when the bacteria 
increase in number. However, when people show carriage of C. difficile 
bacteria, toxin is not detected.

What causes C. difficile carriage to occur?

C. difficile is naturally carried by up to 1 in every 30 healthy adults with 
no symptoms. Other people may acquire C. difficile from contact with a 
contaminated environment or patient. C. difficile does not cause disease 
simply by being in a person's gut because, in most healthy people, it will 
not be able to multiply in the gut and they will not develop disease.

Although the carriage can occur in anyone, some more vulnerable 
people are at a greater risk of carriage and developing infection. These 
more vulnerable people include:

• the elderly
• people with low immunity
• those who have undergone gut surgery.
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How do I know if I need treatment?

Some people may carry the bacteria without any problems. It is thought 
that some carriers of C. difficile might be less likely than others to 
develop diarrhoea caused by the bacteria. If symptoms do occur these 
can include:

• mild to severe diarrhoea
• inflammation of the bowel
• loss of appetite
• abdominal pain or tenderness
• feeling nauseous.

Are there any tests or examinations needed to confirm 
the diagnosis?

If you have diarrhoea while in hospital, the nursing staff will send a 
faecal sample to be tested in the laboratory. A result is usually available 
within 24 hours.

What will happen if I am diagnosed as having C. 
difficile carriage and I develop diarrhoea?

If you develop symptoms of diarrhoea:

• You will be requested to move into a side room (if available).
• All medical, nursing, therapy and cleaning staff will wear gloves 

and aprons on entering your room.
• All medical, nursing, therapy and cleaning staff will continue with 

thorough hand washing with soap and water before and after 
contact with you.

• Your room will be thoroughly cleaned on a daily basis.
• You will be provided with your own toilet/commode which will be 

cleaned by the ward staff on a regular basis.
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Why do I need to move into a side room?

If you have C. difficile carriage and develop diarrhoea for any reason, 
there is a risk that the bacteria could be passed to other patients. By 
moving to a side room, this risk can be reduced.

Moving to a side room will also provide privacy for you whilst you have 
diarrhoea.

You may be moved to a side room as a precaution whilst we check 
whether your symptoms are related to carriage of C. difficile or another 
cause.

What treatments are available?

If you have C. difficile carriage and develop diarrhoea without another 
obvious cause, you may be treated with medication prescribed by the 
medical staff. The treatment is one of 2 antibiotics taken 2 - 4 times a 
day, usually for 10 days.

If you have very mild symptoms or no symptoms, no treatment is 
required for carriage of C. difficile.

Are there any risks?

You may have no problems from carrying the bacteria at all. However, 
you may develop symptoms of diarrhoea at another time that are 
caused by the bacteria. If this happens it may be brought on by certain 
antibiotics given for other reasons.

If you do develop C. difficile infection and diarrhoea, people do make a 
full recovery from this infection. However, in some people the infection 
can be more serious and difficult to recover from.

Patients with serious underlying medical problems may find it more 
difficult to recover from the infection.
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Will I have to stay in hospital?

You will have to stay in hospital until you are medically fit for discharge. 
Carriage of the C. difficile bacteria will not affect your discharge from 
hospital if you are otherwise fit for discharge.

Is there anything I should stop or avoid doing?

• Avoid fruit drinks or any foods which you know upset your 
stomach normally.

• Don’t eat any food which has been left uncovered in your room.

Is there anything else I can do to help myself?

• You should wash your hands with soap and water, especially after 
using the toilet and before eating.

• Encourage your visitors to wash their hands with soap and water 
when they visit you.

• You should tell the nursing staff if you develop diarrhoea.
• Avoid leaving food uncovered (i.e. open biscuits/fruit) in your 

room.
• Keep belongings to a minimum so your room can be cleaned 

thoroughly.
• Use a clean towel every day (the hospital will provide these).
• Put on clean underwear and nightwear/clothes every day (the 

hospital can provide clean nightwear).



page 6 of 8

Can I have visitors?

• Your C. difficile carriage shouldn't stop healthy individuals visiting 
you.

• Visitors who have a low immunity (i.e. on chemotherapy or 
radiotherapy) should not visit if you have diarrhoea.

• Visitors on antibiotics are at an increased risk of acquiring C. 
difficile and should not visit if you have diarrhoea.

• It is advisable for children not to visit if you have diarrhoea.
• Visitors do not need to wear gloves or apron unless helping 

directly with your personal care.
• Visitors must wash their hands with soap and water on entering 

and leaving your room.

What should I do with my laundry?

• Any soiled laundry should be double bagged by the nursing staff 
before being taken home. The soiled laundry should be placed 
directly into a dissolvable plastic bag, which is then put into a 
plastic patient property bag.

• Relatives/carers must be informed that the laundry is soiled.
• Soiled laundry should be removed from the plastic patient 

property bag but left in the dissolvable plastic bag and then placed 
into the washing machine.

• Laundry should be washed separately on the longest hot 
detergent wash that is suitable for the clothing. Soiled laundry 
should be washed on a minimum 60 degree wash cycle and 
should not be hand washed.

• Household gloves should be worn for handling soiled laundry. 
After handling soiled laundry, the outside of the gloves should be 
washed.

• Wash your hands with soap and water following contact with any 
soiled laundry and after removing household gloves.
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Could I develop C. difficile diarrhoea?

There is a risk of developing C. difficile diarrhoea if the natural balance 
of your gut is altered e.g. by illness or antibiotics.

If you develop diarrhoea at home, please inform your GP as soon as 
possible so that a sample can be sent for testing.

We will write to let your GP know that you have had C. difficile carriage 
detected whilst in hospital.

What about when I go home?

• You should continue to wash your hands after going to the toilet 
and before eating.

• You should wash bed linen and clothes on a high temperature 
detergent wash where possible.

• You should ensure your toilet is cleaned with bleach regularly 
including the flush handle, seat, bowl and sink taps.

• You should inform your GP if diarrhoea starts after discharge from 
hospital. A course of treatment for C. difficile may be required.

• If you live in a nursing or residential home, they will be informed 
of your condition. Special precautions will not be required as you 
will not have diarrhoea at the time of discharge. If you develop 
diarrhoea, the home will need to contact your GP and care for you 
with gloves and aprons as in hospital.

Who can I contact if I have any questions?

The doctors and nurses looking after you will be able to answer any 
questions you may have.

The Infection Prevention and Control Team are also available to answer 
any questions you may have.
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Where can I find more information?

Further information about C. difficile infection is available via the UK 
Health Security Agency website:

• www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk-health-security-
agency

The Infection Prevention and Control Team can be contacted directly 
on:

• 0114 271 4569  (Northern General Hospital)
 

• 0114 271 3120  (Royal Hallamshire Hospital, Weston Park, Jessop 
Wing)

 

Alternative formats can be available on request.
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