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What is MRSA? 
Staphylococcus aureus (SA) is a bacteria that may commonly live on the skin, or in the noses of about
30 per cent of healthy people at some point in their lives. Most people don’t know that they are carrying
SA bacteria. When these bacteria are in your nose or on the surface of your skin, they will not normally
harm you. However if SA does gets into or through your skin, it can cause a variety of infections, such as
skin and wound infections. Sometimes SA can cause serious infections in your blood, lungs or other
tissues.

MRSA is the term for Staphylococcus aureus bacteria that has become resistant to semi-synthetic
penicillins such as cloxacillin and meticillin. It can also acquire resistance to other classes of antibiotics.

MRSA infections can be difficult to treat and drugs commonly used for treatment of other strains of
Staphylococcus aureus are not always effective.

Traditionally, MRSA is seen in people who are taking antibiotics and those individuals who are
receiving medical care. More recently, MRSA has been found in people who have no contact with the
health care system.

In the community, MRSA most commonly causes skin and soft tissue infections (e.g., boils or
abscesses on arms, legs or elsewhere). These are often treatable with drainage alone or with
antibiotics, if required. Rarely, MRSA can cause severe invasive infections such as pneumonia or
bloodstream infections. These severe infections require urgent medical treatment.

How is MRSA spread?
MRSA bacteria is spread through direct person-to-person contact with a colonized or infected
person. It can be passed from contaminated hands to any person, object or surface by touch.
When hands are washed thoroughly or rubbed with an alcohol-based hand sanitizer, MRSA will likely be
removed or destroyed. However, if the immediate environment is not clean, hands can very quickly
become contaminated with MRSA again. Frequent hand cleaning is necessary to prevent spreading
MRSA to others, and to prevent picking it up from others.

There are five Cs that describe risk factors for community associated MRSA infections:

• Crowded conditions

• close Contact
• lack of Cleanliness
• sharing Common personal items, e.g., towels, washcloths, razors, clothing

• having Compromised or broken skin.

If you are healthy and living in the community, your chances of acquiring MRSA are low. You may be at
higher risk if you have had long-term, frequent, or intensive use of antibiotics.
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What do colonization and infection mean?
Colonization occurs when bacteria is present on or in the body without causing illness. MRSA can
colonize the nose, skin and moist areas of the body.

Infection occurs when a bacteria gets past the person’s normal defenses and causes disease (e.g., skin
bacteria getting into the bloodstream via an intravenous catheter). Infections with MRSA may be minor,
such as pimples and boils, but serious infections may also occur, such as surgical wound infections and
pneumonia.

What can people do to decrease the spread of MRSA?
• Clean hands regularly with soap and water or alcohol-based hand sanitizer (minimum 60 per cent

alcohol).
• If hands are visibly soiled, soap and water works best. Antibacterial soaps are NOT recommended. 
• Wash hands before eating, drinking, smoking or applying personal care products and after using the

toilet.
• Maintain good general hygiene with regular showering/bathing.
• Always clean hands immediately after touching skin or any item that has come in direct contact with a

draining wound.
• Keep wounds that are draining covered with clean, dry bandages.
• If unable to keep wound covered with a clean, dry bandage at all times, do not participate in activities

where there is skin-to-skin contact with other persons (such as athletic activities) until your wound is
healed.

• Do not share personal items such as towels, clothing, bedding, bar soap, razors, and athletic
equipment that touches the skin.

• Wash clothing using regular laundry soap in the regular wash cycle of a household washing machine.
• Clean shared items, e.g., sports equipment or environmental surfaces with over-the-counter

disinfectant. Use the concentration and the contact time recommended on the bottle.
• Regular cleaning of the frequently touched surfaces in your home will also help reduce the spread.
• If there are signs of an infection, seek appropriate medical care promptly.
• Practice good hygiene when you participate in contact sports or belong to a health club. You can

protect yourself by using a barrier (e.g., clothing or a towel) between your skin and shared equipment
and by making sure the surfaces of equipment are cleaned before and after use. Showering after a
workout and regular laundering of gym clothing and towels is also recommended.

How long does MRSA last?
Individuals can carry MRSA in their nose, on their skin or in wounds for weeks or even years. Occasionally
the bacteria may clear, however it will often return if antibiotics are used again.

How are MRSA infections treated?
If you are carrying MRSA in your nose or on your skin and you are healthy, you do not need treatment and
you should continue with your normal activities. Although you do not pose a health risk to healthy
individuals, you can pass it on to someone with health problems who may be at risk for developing an
infection. Therefore, it is important for you to wash your hands regularly using plain soap and water or
using an alcohol hand rub. It is not necessary for you to disclose to your workplace, school or daycare.
Mild infections of the skin often may not need to be treated. If necessary, antibiotics will be prescribed by
your doctor.

Important: If you are a carrier of MRSA and are going to be admitted into hospital it is very
important for you to let admitting staff know. Steps will be taken to prevent the spread of MRSA
to other patients and hospital staff.

(Adapted from BC Health Files and Alberta Health and Wellness Provincial MRSA Infection Prevention and Control
Guidelines)


