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Subclinical infection in intevertebral discs has been 

hypothesized as a cause back pain for several years. 

Cutibacterium acnes is the most commonly linked 

causative bacteria. Inflammation from the infected 

discs is thought to be the main pathogenesis and 

antibiotics have been used in an attempt to treat this 

infection. 

Aims:The aim of this study is to identify the incidence 

and complications of subclinical infection in 

intevertebral discs following discectomy.  

Methods:Disc samples following discectomy were 

obtained over a five-year period at a single spinal 

surgery centre. All samples were sent for 

microbiology assessment and extended 14-day 

culture.  The results of the cultures including the 

specific organisms grown were recorded. The 

electronic records of all positive cultures were 

reviewed and any complications such as infection or 

recurrence of symptoms were noted. In addition 
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were identified by reviewing pre-operative MRI scans 

and correlated against culture results. 

Results: 

154 cultures samples were reviewed. Positive cultures 

were identified in 40%(62) of cases. Cutibacterium 

acnes was the commonest organism, present in 

58%(36) of these positive cultures. Modic endplate 

changes were more common in positive cultures but 

there was no significant difference found in 

complications between the two groups. 

Conclusion: 

 

 

 

 

 

Bacterial colonization of intevertebral discs is a 

common finding. However, it is difficult to ascertain 

if this is a primary infection or a contaminant. The 

nature of these organisms can lead to infections that 

can present late or chronically. Consideration for the 

use of topical benzoyl peroxide may help reduce these 

infections.  
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Introduction: 

Subclinical infection in intevertebral discs has 

been hypothesized as a cause back pain for 

several years. Cutibacterium acnes is the 

most commonly linked causative bacteria. 

Inflammation from the infected discs is 

thought to be the main pathogenesis and 

antibiotics have been used in an attempt to 

treat this infection. 

 

Aims: 

The aim of this study is to identify the 

incidence and complications of subclinical 

infection in intevertebral discs following 

discectomy.  

 

Methods: 

Disc samples following discectomy were 

obtained over a five-year period at a single 

spinal surgery centre. All samples were sent 

for microbiology assessment and extended 

14-day culture.  The results of the cultures 

including the specific organisms grown were 

recorded. The electronic records of all 

positive cultures were reviewed and any 

complications such as infection or recurrence 

of symptoms were noted. In addition, Modic 

changes were identified by reviewing pre-

operative MRI scans and correlated against 

culture results. 

 

Results: 

154 cultures samples were reviewed. Positive 

cultures were identified in 40%(62) of cases. 

Cutibacterium acnes was the commonest 

organism, present in 58%(36) of these 

positive cultures. Modic endplate changes 

were more common in positive cultures but 

there was no significant difference found in 

complications between the two groups. 

 

Conclusion: 

Bacterial colonization of intevertebral discs is 

a common finding. However, it is difficult to 

ascertain if this is a primary infection or a 

contaminant. The nature of these organisms 

can lead to infections that can present late or 

chronically. Consideration for the use of 


