
HOSPITAL and nursing home employees who
are infected with latent tuberculosis may often
decline drug therapy to prevent the disease
from becoming active a new study suggests
The study which followed patients with latent
TB at 32 U S and Canadian medical clinics
found that 22 of 53 healthcare workers who
were offered treatment declined to take it

Of all 720 patients in the study 17 per cent
refused drug therapy to ward off active TB

Compared with other study patients
healthcare workers all employees ofa hospi
tal or nursing home —were nearly fivetimes
as likely to decline treatment according to
findings published in the medical journal
Chest

Latent TB refers to a chronic but symp
tomless and non contagious infection with TB
bacteria it is detected through tuberculin skin
testing Such TB infections are common
throughout the world because in most people
the immune system is able to suppress TB bac
teria Up to 15 millionAmericans are estimat
ed to have latent TB infection

The danger with latent TB is that it can
become active active TB usually attacks the
lungs causing symptoms such as a severe
cough chest pain and weight loss It can also
spread through the air from person to person

The US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention CDC recommends treatment of
latent TB in people who are at high risk ofpro
gressing to active infection including people
whose immune systems are compromised
due to HIV or immune suppressing medica
tions for instance

Treatment is also recommended for people
who could easily spread the disease if it
becomes active such as prison inmates and

patients and employees at hospitals and nurs
ing homes

It s not clear why healthcare workers in this
study were more likely than other people to
decline drug treatment One possibility is that
they felt their risk ofdeveloping active TB was
not significant according to lead researcher Dr
C Robert Horsburgh Jr of the Boston
University School of Public Health

The average risk of developing full blown
TB disease is roughly one in 20 Horsburgh
told Reuters Health in an email

It may also be that they are more con
cerned about side effects of the medicines used
to treat latent TB he said since they see side
effects ofmedications every day in the patients
they take care of

Treatment of latent TB lasts for months
The standard therapy is a drug called isoni
azid usually prescribed as a nine month
course Another option is a four month regi
men of a medication called rifampin

The more common side effects of isoniazid
include stomach upset and diarrhea the drug
has also been linked to cases of sometimes
severe liver damage Rifampin may cause
symptoms such as stomach upset nausea and
headache

In their study Horsburgh and his col
leagues found that healthcare workers
besides being more likely to decline treatment
were at increased risk of failing to complete
treatment Of the 209 prescribed treatment
125 did not finish the full course
Residents of congregate settings nursing

homes shelters and prisons were also at
increased risk of not completing drug treat
ment One factor that did boost treatment com
pliance overall however was shorter therapy
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