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HEALTH BASICS

Anaerobic bacteria

Anaerobic bacteria are bacteria that grow without oxygen or tolerate very little of it.

WHATITIS
Bacteria that grow with little or no oxygen

WHERE IT COMES UP
Microbiology results, wound infections, dental infections, and gut health

WHY IT MATTERS
Some types cause infections requiring specific testing and treatment

WHAT ITISNOT
Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK
Your treating clinician or microbiology laboratory

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Special cultures or molecular tests on a clinical sample

Overview

Anaerobic bacteria are bacteria that can grow where there is little or no oxygen. The word
"anaerobic" means "without oxygen."

This is a broad description, not the name of one germ. Many different bacteria are anaerobic.
Some normally live in or on the body without causing harm. Others can cause infection if they
enter damaged tissue or spread to a part of the body where they do not belong.

Large numbers of anaerobic bacteria normally live in the mouth and intestines. They are also
found on the skin and in the vagina. Together with other microorganisms, they form part of the
body's microbiome -the community of microbes that normally lives in these areas.

Seeing "anaerobic bacteria" on a laboratory report does not automatically mean that you have
an infection. The meaning depends on:

A clinician interprets the result alongside your examination, symptoms, imaging, and other test
results.

- What type of sample was tested

- Where the sample came from
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- Which bacterium was found
- Whether you have signs of infection

- Whether the sample could have picked up normal bacteria during collection

How it works

Bacteria differ in how they respond to oxygen.

Obligate anaerobes grow only when oxygen levels are very low. Oxygen may damage or kill
some of them. Facultative anaerobes can grow with or without oxygen. Aerobic bacteria, by
comparison, use oxygen to grow.

Many parts of the body naturally provide low-oxygen conditions. The inside of the bowel is one
example. Low-oxygen pockets can also develop in damaged tissue, deep wounds, abscesses,
or areas with a poor blood supply.

An abscess is a closed collection of pus caused by infection. Its centre may contain little
oxygen, making it suitable for anaerobic bacteria. Anaerobes may be present with aerobic
bacteria in the same infection. This is called a polymicrobial infection, meaning that more than
one type of microbe is involved.

Testing for anaerobic bacteria requires careful sample collection and transport. Exposure to air
can make some anaerobes harder to grow in the laboratory. Deep tissue, pus, or fluid collected
directly from the affected area is often more useful than a surface swab.

The laboratory may place the sample in an oxygen-free culture system. It can then identify
bacteria that grow. Some laboratories also use molecular tests that detect bacterial genetic
material.

Not every anaerobic isolate receives antibiotic like amoxicillin or doxycycline susceptibility
testing. This testing checks which antibiotics can stop the bacterium from growing. Whether it
is needed depends on the organism, the infection, and laboratory practice.

Why it matters for your health

Anaerobic bacteria matter because identifying them can affect how a suspected infection is
managed.

Some commonly used antibiotics have little or no activity against certain anaerobes. Other
antibiotics cover both anaerobic and aerobic bacteria. Laboratory identification and
susceptibility results can help a clinician choose or adjust treatment when antibiotics are
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needed.

Treatment may involve more than medication. An abscess may need to be drained. Infected or
dead tissue may need to be removed. Treating the source of infection is sometimes called
source control.

Anaerobic bacteria found in a blood sample are usually taken seriously because blood should
not normally contain bacteria. A result from the mouth, bowel, vagina, or skin may be harder to
interpret because anaerobes normally live in those places.

A negative culture does not always rule out an anaerobic infection. The sample may have been
exposed to oxygen, collected from the wrong location, or taken after antibiotics were started.
Some bacteria are also difficult to grow.

What can go wrong

Anaerobic bacteria can be involved in several named conditions. These include dental
abscesses, infections around the gums, lung abscesses, aspiration-related lung infections,
abdominal abscesses, and infections following a leak or injury in the bowel.

They may also contribute to pelvic infections, deep wound infections, diabetic foot infections,
and infections in tissue with a reduced blood supply. Some severe soft-tissue infections
involve a mixture of anaerobic and aerobic bacteria.

Specific anaerobic species can cause particular illnesses. Clostridium tetani causes tetanus.
Clostridium botulinum produces the toxin that causes botulism. Certain toxin-producing
strains of Clostridioides difficile can cause inflammation of the colon, often after antibiotic
exposure.

Gas seen in tissue can occur with some anaerobic infections, but gas alone does not identify
the cause. A bad smell from a wound may raise suspicion of anaerobic growth, but smell is not
areliable diagnosis.

Seek urgent medical assessment for a suspected infection that is worsening, not improving as
expected, or causing fever with increasing pain, swelling, drainage, or redness.

Emergency care is appropriate for:

These signs can have several causes. They do not prove that anaerobic bacteria are involved.
- Trouble breathing, swallowing, or speaking
- New widespread weakness, drooping eyelids, or paralysis

- Confusion, fainting, or difficulty staying awake

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 30of5



SOﬂdeX sofidex.com

- Rapidly spreading swelling or skin discoloration
- Severe pain that seems greater than the visible injury

- Muscle rigidity or repeated painful spasms

What you can do

There is no home test for anaerobic bacteria. You do not need to remove or "cleanse" the
anaerobes that normally live in your body.

If a laboratory report mentions anaerobic bacteria, ask:

Keep arecord of recent antibiotics and any previous reactions to them. Describe what
happened rather than recording only that you are "allergic." This helps clinicians distinguish an
allergy from a side effect.

If you are prescribed treatment, use it as directed and ask what improvement to expect.
Arrange routine follow-up if symptoms are not improving within the timeframe you were given,
if they return, or if the laboratory result arrives after your visit.

Do not try to open or drain a deep swelling yourself. Do not use leftover antibiotics. The correct
management depends on the infection site, the bacteria involved, and whether there is an
abscess or damaged tissue.

If "anaerobic bacteria" appears on a report but you feel well and have received no instructions,
there may be nothing immediate for you to do. Contact the service that ordered the test for its
interpretation rather than treating the wording alone.

- What organism was identified?

- Where was the sample collected?

- Does the result suggest infection, normal bacteria, or contamination?
- Was susceptibility testing performed?

- Isdrainage, imaging, or another test being considered?

Common questions
Are all anaerobic bacteria harmful?

No. Many are normal members of the microbiome, especially in the mouth and bowel. They
usually become a concern when they enter damaged tissue, the bloodstream, or another
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normally protected area.
Can anaerobic bacteria spread between people?

Some specific species or their spores can spread, but many anaerobic infections begin with
bacteria already living in the person's body. "Anaerobic" describes how bacteria grow, not how
they spread.

Does an anaerobic culture result always require antibiotics?

No. A result may represent normal bacteria or contamination rather than infection. Some
infections also require drainage or removal of damaged tissue. The sample source and your
overall condition guide the decision.

Do anaerobic bacteria die as soon as they meet air?

Not necessarily. Sensitivity to oxygen differs between species. Even brief exposure can reduce
the chance of growing certain bacteria in a laboratory, which is why special transport methods
are used.

Are anaerobic bacteria the same as antibiotic-resistant bacteria?

No. Anaerobic growth and antibiotic resistance are separate features. An anaerobic bacterium
may be susceptible or resistant to particular antibiotics.
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