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Diphtheria – patient information 
Why have I received this information?  
You have diphtheria or are suspected to have been infected with diphtheria. This 
patient information describes the disease, how it is treated and what you need to do. 

What is diphtheria? 
Diphtheria is caused by a bacterium that can cause infections in the throat, upper 
airways, skin and other areas. The bacterium produces a poison, also known as a 
toxin. In turn, this toxin can severely affect the nervous system and the heart. 

The first symptoms of a throat infection usually appear two to five days after being 
infected. The initial symptoms can resemble tonsillitis. 

Some people may develop a severe infection with thick coatings of the throat and the 
airways. These coatings make breathing difficult (known as true croup). 

Skin infections can result in lesions that heal slowly, but rarely lead to serious 
illness.  

Some people can be carriers of the bacterium without becoming ill. 

How is diphtheria treated? 
The disease is treated with antibiotics. Although the antibiotics kill the bacteria, they 
have no effect on the toxin if it has already spread in the body. Treatment therefore 
sometimes includes an antitoxin to eradicate the toxin. 

A diphtheria infection does not necessarily protect against further infections, so 
vaccination is often offered to those who have been ill. 

Anyone who has completed the Swedish childhood vaccination programme 
generally has good protection against diphtheria for 20 years. However, after contact 
with someone with diphtheria, a new dose of vaccine is recommended if more than 
10 years have passed since the last dose.  

How is diphtheria transmitted? 
The disease is most commonly spread between humans through close contact, 
although it can also be spread from animals (such as dogs) to humans. The bacterium 
is spread via droplets formed when coughing and sneezing, as well as by contact 
with saliva or discharges from wounds. 

Diphtheria can spread to the throat and to anyone nearby. People with an 
asymptomatic infection are less contagious. 

How long am I contagious? 
Once the antibiotic treatment is completed, new samples are taken to check whether 
any bacteria remain. When the samples no longer contain any diphtheria bacteria, 
you are no longer contagious. 
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What should I keep in mind to prevent infecting others? 
Diphtheria is a notifiable disease classed as a danger to public health under the 
Swedish Communicable Diseases Act. You must therefore follow certain rules given 
to you by your doctor, known as rules of conduct. Guardians are responsible for 
ensuring that their children comply with the rules of conduct.  

Rules of conduct 
● You must not go to work, school or preschool, and you must not participate 

in social or leisure activities. 
● Wash your hands regularly and thoroughly. 
● Cough and sneeze into the crook of your arm or a handkerchief. 
● You must not exchange saliva with other people, such as by sharing drinking 

glasses or kissing. 
● If you have a diphtheria skin lesion, you must ensure that no one else comes 

into contact with your wound or dressing. 
● You must attend follow-up appointments and provide the samples decided 

on by your doctor. 

The rules of conduct apply for as long as you are contagious. 

If you have been issued with rules of conduct that you believe to be wrong, you can 
contact the county medical officer for your region. 

Contact tracing 
According to the Swedish Communicable Diseases Act, you must participate in 
contact tracing. This means that you must provide information to healthcare 
professionals so they can assess when, where and how you may have been infected 
and whether you may have infected others. 

The information you provide is confidential (secret), and the people you mention 
will not be told who you are. 

About the infection prevention sheet 
This infection prevention sheet is valid nationally, and was produced by the Swedish 
Association of County Medical Officers and the Swedish Association of Infection 
Prevention and Control Nurses. 
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