Diphtheria Fact Sheet
What is diphtheria?
Diphtheria is an acute bacterial disease that usually affects the tonsils, throat, nose or skin. The bacteria produce a potent toxin that may circulate throughout the body and affect other organs. 

What are the symptoms?
There are two types of diphtheria. One type involves the nose, throat and tonsils with symptoms that include: sore throat, mild fever and swollen lymph nodes in the neck. Often, a membrane develops on the throat, tonsils or inside the nostrils. Between 5-10% of cases are fatal. The second type involves the skin. People with skin infections typically develop painful, swollen and reddened skin lesions.

Who gets diphtheria?
Diphtheria is a rare disease in the United States, primarily because children are appropriately vaccinated.  Most cases occur among unvaccinated or inadequately-vaccinated persons. 

How is diphtheria spread?
Diphtheria is transmitted to others through close contact with discharge from an infected person’s nose, throat, skin, eyes and lesions.

How long can infected persons spread diphtheria?
A person may spread the illness to others for up to 2 - 6 weeks after being ill. If patients are treated with antibiotics, they may only be able to spread the bacteria that cause diphtheria for fewer than 4 days.  Sometimes the antibiotics do not clear the bacteria from a person’s body. Patients will be considered infectious until 2 successive pairs of nose and throat cultures (and cultures of skin lesions in cutaneous diphtheria), obtained not <24 hours after completion of antimicrobial therapy and taken at least 24 hours apart, are negative.

How serious is diphtheria?
Diphtheria is a serious disease: 5%-10% of all persons with diphtheria die. Up to 20% of cases lead to death in certain age groups of individuals (older than 40 years or younger than 5 years).
 
How is diphtheria treated?
Diphtheria antitoxin and certain antibiotics, such as penicillin and erythromycin, are used for treatment.  Antibiotic treatment is not a substitute for the antitoxin which is the primary treatment and should be administered immediately when a doctor suspects diphtheria.


Can you get diphtheria more than once?
Yes. Even individuals recovering from diphtheria should be immunized against the disease as soon as possible.

Is there a vaccine for diphtheria?
The best way to prevent diphtheria is to get vaccinated. In the U.S., there are four combination vaccines used to prevent diphtheria: DTaP, Tdap, DT and Td. Each of these vaccines prevents diphtheria and tetanus; DTaP and Tdap vaccines also prevent pertussis (whooping cough). DTaP and DT vaccines are given to children younger than seven years of age, and Tdap and Td vaccines are given to older children, teens and adults.

How can diphtheria be prevented?
The most successful method of control is to maintain a high level of immunization in the community. Other methods of control include prompt treatment of cases and a community surveillance programs.

Are there any restrictions placed on people because of diphtheria?
Each infected person shall remain in isolation for 14 days or until two consecutive negative pairs of nose and throat cultures are obtained at least 24 hours apart and not less than 24 hours after discontinuation of antibiotic therapy. 

Each household contact and other close contact of a diphtheria patient shall have nose and throat specimens tested and be monitored for symptoms. Any person found to have the bacteria in their nose or throat shall be treated.  This treatment will occur even in those without symptoms if the bacteria are found in the nose or throat.  Those contacts that are food handlers or work with children shall be excluded until nose and throat cultures are negative.

Where can I get more information?
http://www.cdc.gov/diphtheria/about/index.html  
This fact sheet is for information only and is not intended for self-diagnosis or as a substitute for consultation. If you have any questions about the disease described above or think that you may have an infection, consult with your healthcare provider. 	
		Version 12/2014

Diphtheria

 

Fact Sheet

 

This fact sheet is for information only and is not intended for self

-

diagnosis or as a substitute for consultation. If you have any 

questio

ns about the disease described above or think that you may have an infection, consult with your healthcare provider. 

 

 

 

 

Version 12/2014

 

What is diphtheria?

 

Diphtheria is an acute bacterial disease that usually 

affects the tonsils, throat,

 

nose or skin. The bacteria 

produce a potent toxin that may circulate throughout

 

the body and affect other organs. 

 

 

What are the symptoms?

 

There are 

two

 

types of diphtheria. One type involv

es 

the nose, throat and tonsils with

 

symptoms 

that 

include: sore throat, mild

 

fever and swollen lymph 

nodes 

in the

 

neck. Often, a membrane develops on 

the throat, tonsils or inside the 

nostrils.

 

Between 5

-

10% of cases are fatal. The second type involves 

the skin. People

 

with skin infections typically develop 

painful, swollen and reddened skin lesions.

 

 

Who gets diphtheria?

 

Diphtheria is a rare disease in the United States, 

primarily beca

use children are appropriately

 

vaccinated.  

Most cases occur among unvaccinated 

or inadequately

-

vaccinated persons. 

 

 

How is diphtheria spread?

 

Diphtheria is transmitted to others through close 

contact with discharge from an

 

infected person’s 

nose, throat,

 

skin, eyes and lesions.

 

 

How long can 

infected

 

person

s

 

spread 

diphtheria

?

 

A person may spread the illness to others for up to 2 

-

 

6 weeks after

 

being 

ill

. If patients are treated with

 

antibiotics, 

they may only be able to spread the 

bacteria that cause

 

diphtheria 

for

 

fewer

 

than 4 days

.  

S

ometimes the

 

antibiotics do not clear the bacteria 

from a person’s body

. Patients 

will be

 

considered 

infectious until 2 successive pairs of nose and

 

throat 

cultures (and cultures of skin lesions in cutaneous 

diphtheria)

, obtained not <24 hours

 

after completion 

of antimicrobial therapy and taken at least 24 hours 

apart, are negative.

 

 

How serious is

 

diphtheria?

 

Diphtheria is a serious disease: 5%

-

10% of all 

persons

 

with diphtheria die. Up to 20% of cases lead 

to

 

death in 

certain age groups of individuals (older

 

than 40 years or younger than 5 years).

 

 

 

How is diphtheria treated?

 

Diphtheria antitoxin and certain antibiotics, such as 

penicillin and erythromycin,

 

are

 

used for treatment.

  

Antibiotic treatment is not a substitu

te for the 

antitoxin which is the primary treatment and should 

be administered immediately when a doctor 

suspects diphtheria.

 

 

Can you get diphtheria more than once?

 

Yes. Even individuals recovering from diphtheria

 

should be immunized against the disease 

as soon 

as

 

possible.

 

 

Is there a vaccine for diphtheria?

 

The best way to prevent diphtheria is to get 

vaccinated. In the U.S., there are four combination 

vaccines used to prevent diphtheria: DTaP, Tdap, 

DT and Td. Each of these vaccines prevents 

diphtheria and tetanus; DTaP and Tdap vaccines 

also prevent pertuss

is (whooping cough). DTaP and 

DT vaccines are given to children younger than 

seven years of age, and Tdap and Td vaccines are 

given to older children, teens and adults.

 

 

How can diphtheria be prevented?

 

The most successful method of control is to maintain 

a high level of immunization

 

in the community. Other 

methods of control inclu

de prompt treatment of 

cases

 

and a community surveillance programs.

 

 

Are there any restrictions 

placed on people 

because of diphtheria

?

 

Each

 

infected person shall remain in isolation for 14 

days or until two consecutive negative pairs of nose 

and throat cu

ltures are obtained at least 24 hours 

apart and not less than 24 hours after 

discontinuation of antibiotic therapy. 

 

 

Each household contact and other close contact 

of a 

diphtheria patient 

shall have nose and throat 

specimens tested and be monitored for sym

ptoms. 

Any person found to have the bacteria in their nose 

or throat shall be treated.  This treatment will occur 

even in those without symptoms if the bacteria are 

found in the nose or throat.  

Those contacts 

that

 

are 

food handlers or work with 

children

 

s

hall be 

excluded until nose and throat cultures are negative

.

 

 

Where can I get more information?

 

http://www.cdc.gov/diphtheria/about/index.html

 

 

 

