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TB (tuberculosis) is a curable infectious disease that commonly affects the lungs but may occur elsewhere in the 
body.  It is caused by infection with the TB germ, Mycobacterium tuberculosis.  However, only a small number of 
people who are infected with the TB germ actually develop the disease. 

  

How is TB caught? 

 The TB germ is released into the air when someone 
with TB of the lungs coughs or sneezes.  Breathing in 
the germs can result in infection. 

 But only some people with TB of the lungs are 
infectious to other people.  Such cases have what is 
called ‘open’ TB. 

 Even then you need close and lengthy contact with an 
infected person to become infected yourself.   

What happens when you breathe in the TB 
bacteria? 

 Most often the TB germs are killed in the body and do 
not cause any problems. 

 In a small number of people the germs are not killed. 
Two things can then happen. 

 The TB germs can survive in the body in an 
inactive state for many months or years.  These 
people have TB infection.  They are not ill and are 
not infectious to others.  A TB skin test or blood test 
is required to diagnose this infection.  People with 
TB infection could develop TB disease many years 
later, especially if they have weak immune systems 
due to illness (e.g. HIV infection) or treatment. 

OR 

 The person can develop ‘active’ TB or TB disease. 
They will start to suffer from the symptoms of TB 
and may become infectious to others.  The small 
number of people who develop TB disease, will 
most likely do so during the first five years after 
they become infected. 

Who is most at risk? 
Some groups of people are more at risk than others. 
These include people who:  

 have lived in the same household or been in close and 
lengthy contact with someone with infectious TB 

 have lived, worked or stayed for a long time in a 
country with a high rate of TB, such as south-east 
Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and some countries in 
eastern Europe  

 may have been exposed to TB in their youth when the 
disease was more common in this country  

 are the children of parents whose country of origin has 
a high rate of TB  

 are living in unhealthy or overcrowded conditions, 
including those who are homeless or sleeping rough  

 have weakened immune systems due to illness (e.g. 
HIV infection) or treatment and are unable to fight off 
infection  

How will you know you have TB? 

 TB disease develops slowly in the body and it 
usually takes several months for symptoms to 
appear. 

 The symptoms will depend on the part of the body 
affected and may include: 

 persistent cough going on for more than three 
weeks 

 phlegm (thick spit) which may be bloodstained 

 fever and heavy sweating especially at night 

 weight loss for no obvious reason 

 loss of appetite 

 lumps in the neck 

 All of these symptoms can occur with other 
illnesses.  If you have them and are worried, talk to 
your doctor or phone NHS111.   

 TB can be diagnosed by a simple skin or blood test, 
from a chest x-ray and by laboratory examination of 
specimens like phlegm or urine. 

How is TB treated? 

 TB is fully treatable with a course of special 
antibiotics. 

 Modern anti-TB drugs are extremely effective and in 
nearly all cases TB sufferers are no longer infectious 
and begin to feel much better after the first 2 weeks 
of treatment.  Sometimes the first two weeks 
treatment is given in hospital but most people can be 
treated at home. 

 However, it is very important that the antibiotics 
continue to be taken regularly for at least 6 months.  
Otherwise the disease can get worse and it may 
become resistant to the TB drugs so they no longer 
work. 

Can TB be prevented? 

 Yes it can.  Most important is early detection and 
treatment, especially of infectious cases, and 
completion of the treatment course.  This reduces 
the spread of the disease. 

 By testing those who had a lot of close contact with 
an infectious person, we can offer preventive 
treatment to reduce the risk of infected persons 
actually developing TB disease. 

 There is a TB vaccine called BCG.  It offers some 
protection against TB in certain high-risk groups, 
including infants and young children at risk of TB.  
However, it is not completely effective and, overall, 
plays a smaller role in TB control. 
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