
A 3-year-old boy is brought to the office for evaluation of 3 or 4 daily episodes of soft, foul-smelling, 

diarrhea for the past 8 days. The patient also had increased belching and flatus but no fever or emesis. 

His appetite is decreased, but he drinks liquids without difficulty. Both parents are well, but his 6-year-old 

sister has the same symptoms. His mother states, "We have been on a few vacations this summer. Our 

family went on a cruise to Mexico last month, so he tried all kinds of new foods and went swimming at the 

beach and in the cruise ship pool. We also went on a weekend camping trip 3 weeks ago and ate the fresh 

fish we caught. However, he was fine while we were away, and after vacation, he went back to his regular 

diet of fruits, vegetables, and meats." The patient has no chronic medical issues and takes no 

medications. Temperature is 36.7 C (98.1 F), blood pressure is 110/70 mm Hg, and pulse is 108/min. On 

physical examination, the mucous membranes are moist, and there is no pharyngeal erythema. Bowel 

sounds are hyperactive, but no abdominal distension or tenderness to palpation is present. Skin color and 

turgor are normal. Stool occult blood is negative. Which organism is the most likely cause of this patient's 

symptoms? 

O A. Campylobacter jejuni ( 1 % ) 

O B. Escherichia coli (5%) 

✓O C.Giardia lamblia (77%) 

0 D.Norovirus (7%) 

0 E. Rotavirus (7%) 
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Giardiasis 

• Exposure to contaminated food or water 
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Risk factors • Fecal incontinence & crowding (eg, day care facilities, nursing 

homes) 

• Acute 

o Loose, foul-smelling, fatty stools 

o Abdominal cramps 

o Flatulence 

Presentation o Weight loss 

• Chronic 

o Malabsorption (eg, lactose intolerance) 

o Profound weight loss 

o Vitamin deficiencies 

Treatment • Tinidazole 

Giardia /amblia (also called Giardia intestinalis or Giardia duodena/is) is a protozoan responsible for 

diarrheal infections worldwide. Symptoms of acute infection include greasy, foul-smelling diarrhea; 

bloating; flatus/belching; and weight loss. Untreated cases can progress to chronic infection and 

malabsorption. 

Giardiasis is transmitted through the fecal-oral route or through the ingestion of contaminated food or 

water. Ingestion of unfiltered water while camping or hiking is a common route; this includes drinking, 

swimming in, and consuming food from contaminated water. Cysts resist some forms of disinfection (eg, 

chlorination), so lake and stream water should be treated with iodine to eliminate them prior to drinking. 

Giardia symptoms do not present immediately as the organism requires time for cysts to mature into 

trophozoites in the host intestines. Therefore, affected individuals seek medical care weeks after exposure, 

as in this patient. Unlike most forms of travelers' diarrhea, giardiasis persists for weeks or longer in the 

absence of treatment. Metronidazole is the first-line therapy for symptomatic individuals. 

(Choice A) Campylobacter jejuni enteritis presents within days of exposure (eg, fecal-oral route, exposure 

to infected animals, ingestion of contaminated food/water) and generally resolves within a 

week. Abdominal pain, fever, emesis, and bloody stool are expected; excess flatulence and foul-smelling 

stool are not. 

(Choice B) Enterotoxigenic Escherichia coli is one of the most common causes of travelers' diarrhea 

worldwide. Onset generally occurs within days of exposure (fecal-oral route, contaminated food/water), 

and symptoms usually resolve within a week. Diarrhea is copious and watery. Foul-smelling stool and 

flatulence are not typical. 

(Choice D) Norovirus is a common cause of viral gastroenteritis and has been implicated in cruise-ship 

outbreaks. However, onset is rapid (within hours to days of exposure), duration is brief (resolving within 

days), emesis is common, and flatulence and foul-smelling stool are not typical. 

(Choice E) Rotavirus is one of the most common causes of diarrhea in children age <2. Fever, emesis, 

abdominal pain, and watery diarrhea typically occur within 1 or 2 days of exposure. This patient's age, 

significant belching/flatulence, and exposure history make rotavirus less likely. 

Educational objective: 

Giardia /amblia, a protozoa! parasite, is a common source of diarrhea worldwide. Symptoms include foul

smelling, greasy stool; flatus/belching; bloating; and weight loss. Transmission occurs by the fecal-oral 

route or exposure to contaminated food or water. Ingestion of untreated water while camping and hiking is 

a common source of infection. 
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