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Diphtheria facts

• Causative agent: toxigenic strains of
Corynebacterium diphtheria (C. 
diphtheria)

• Presentation: pharyngitis, naso-
pharyngitis, tonsillitis, laryngitis (or any 
combination) associated with a firmly 
adherent pseudo-membrane over the 
tonsils, pharynx, larynx and/or nares

• Transmission: respiratory droplets or 
close contact with either respiratory 
secretions or infected skin lesions. 
Incubation period is 2-5 days. Corynebacterium diphtheria 



Diphtheria Pathogenesis

(Uthman et al, 2012)



‘The strangling angel 
of children’

Corynebacterium Diphtheriae

• Common respiratory pathogen, 
disease in toxigenic strains

• Causes upper-respiratory symptoms, 
leading to pharyngitis and a firmly-
adherent pseudomembrane over 
tonsils

• Pseudomembrane expansion leads 
to airway obstruction and death

• Person-to-person spread



Long-term 
complications

Complication Incidence

Rate 

(n=6350)

Neuropathy 5%

Renal dysfunction 1-2%

Cardiac symptoms 8%

Generalized 

weakness/weight loss

25%

Sudden Cardiac death 0.3%







Cutaneous Diphtheria



Pseudomembranes ‘Bull neck’



Presenting 
symptoms

Sign Incidence (n=6350)

Fever 84.7%

Difficulty swallowing 31%

Pseudomembrane 37%

Gross 

lymphadenopathy

31.1%



Diphtheria cases –
2018:2019, CXB



Diphtheria Management - Principles 

• Antibiotics 

• DAT 

• Supportive care

• Tracing of contacts for vaccination/post-exposure prophylaxis
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Recommendation: Antibiotics
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Recommendation: DAT sensitivity testing
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Recommendation: DAT dosing



Recommendation: DAT dosing



Diphtheria Management - Principles 

• Antibiotics 

• DAT 

• Supportive care

• Tracing of contacts for vaccination/post-exposure 
prophylaxis



Upcoming recommendations

• Should close contacts receive prophylaxis?

• How long do contacts receive prophylaxis?

• How long should infected be isolated? 

• What is the optimal early airway management strategy?
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