
Even the basic issue of hand hygiene is compli-
cated when it comes to C. diff, which is difficult to
remove by the alcohol hand rubs now ubiquitous
in hospitals. Thus, the recommendation in caring
for C. diff patients is to resort to good old soap
and water, but the mixed message is certainly not
helpful. “We know that alcohol will not kill the
spores,” Jarvis said. “Not that soap and water kills
the spores, but rather that it rinses it off of your
hands.” Indeed, some have questioned whether
the rise of C. diff is a direct result of the CDC’s
switch to a heavy emphasis on alcohol-based
hand hygiene rubs earlier in this decade. Jarvis
expressed doubt that the cause and effect is that
direct, but conceded it is “a theoretical issue.
Certainly, when we know we have a C. diff patient
or when we are doing environmental cleaning of
such a patient’s room, then it behooves us to use
[soap and water] for hand washing and bleach
[for room cleaning],” he said.

With many of the reported cases occurring
shortly after admission, hospitals need to look
for patients with severe diarrhea and be pre-
pared to place C. diff patients under contact iso-
lation. However, most of the infections were not
considered truly community-acquired, with
some linked to previous health care treatment.
Though there have been increasing reports of C.
diff in the community, the problem is still pri-
marily transmission within hospitals. “Fifty-four
percent were diagnosed at less than 48 hours
after admission, which would make you think
that those are community-acquired infections,”
Jarvis reported. “However, when we gave them
the CDC criteria for differentiation of community
vs. health care-associated, 73% of the patients
identified had health care-associated infections.” 

To reduce the risk of transmission, APIC 
has published a “Guide to the Elimination of
Clostridium difficile in Healthcare Settings.”
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Number crunching: APIC 
outlines elephant in room

A breakdown of 1,062 C. diff patients

The Association for Professionals in Infection
Control and Epidemiology Inc. national prevalence
study of Clostridium difficile infection (CDI) in U.S.
health care facilities resulted in the following key
findings: 
1. The total number of patients identified with C. diffi-

cile colonization/infection was 1,443. Of those, the
following detailed data were provided for 1,062
(73.5%) of the patients:

• 55.9% were female, 44.1 % were male
• 69.2% were >60 years of age
• 67.6% had comorbid conditions (renal failure,

diabetes, or heart failure)
• 57.9% had an initial episode of mild or moderate

disease
• 10.94% had severe to complicated disease
• 89.8% of patients were detected by enzyme-

linked immunoassay for A and B toxins (rather
than culture)

• 1.9% were detected by culture
• 54.4% were detected <48 hours of admission
• 45.5% were detected >48 hours of admission
• 72.5% were considered health care-associated

infection
• 26.6% required ICU admission, 18.2% had

shock and 16.5% required vasopressors.
• 35.1% had long-term facility residence within 30

days of onset
• 79.4% had antimicrobial exposures before onset.

(17.14% as surgical prophylaxis)
• 47.4% had hospitalization within 90 days of onset
• 46.5% had resolution of diarrhea within six days

(CDC definition of cure)
2. 84.7% of all C. difficile-infected patients were on

the medical services, meaning they were being
treated for general medical conditions like dia-
betes and pulmonary and cardiac problems.

3. 79.4% of C. difficile-infected patients received
antimicrobials before their CDI onset. A wide
variety of antimicrobials were associated with
CDI. Furthermore, a wide variety of treatment
regimens were used to treat the CDI.

4. Detailed data on the facilities that participated in
the survey include:

• There was an average 1.5 infection prevention-
ists at participating facilities

• Of participating health care facilities, 65.3% were
urban and 34.7% rural

• Facilities had a median of 224 licensed beds and
ranged in size from six to 1,097 licensed beds

• Facilities had a total of 110,550 inpatients during
survey period, averaging 171 patients per facility

• 26.5% of facilities were medical school-affiliated
and 24.4% were tertiary care facilities

• Most used a hypochlorite solution for environ-
mental disinfection

• 46.7% reported having an antimicrobial steward-
ship program (62% of medical school affiliated and
41% of nonmedical school-affiliated facilities) ■
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