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UNEXPLAINED INFECTIOUS DEATH?
IDPB conducts investigations and studies of 
infectious diseases of unknown cause or origin 
to help identify previously unrecognized or new 
infectious agents.

WHAT WE DO  
Diagnostics
 IDPB has diagnostic assays for more than 150 etiologic 
agents, including viral, bacterial, parasitic, and fungal 
organisms, and provides  tissue-based diagnoses to 
medical examiners, community-based pathologists, and 
public health departments utilizing: 

Immunohistochemistry (IHC)	    Molecular evaluation

Ultrastructural study		     Microbiological methods 

Pathogenesis
IDPB employs pathology, the study of the cause of 
progression of  infectious diseases in the human 
host.  IDPB employs modern molecular technologies 
and electron microscopy that can collect information 
at a cellular level.  IDPB used this approach in the 
recognition of Lyme carditis as a cause of sudden 
cardiac deaths (See story below). 

In an ongoing study of Nodding Disease, IDPB examines 
the nature of unusual deposits in the brains of children 
who died of Nodding Disease.  IDPB is also involved in 
the study of the pathology of the current outbreak of 
cases of fatal chikungunya. 

Expert Consultation
Each year, laboratory specimens from all over the world 
are sent to IDPB, often in cases where the cause of illness 
is unknown. IDPB’s expert pathologists and scientists 
routinely provide consultation and perform a range  
of laboratory tests. Testing by IDPB has resulted in  
the identification of novel disease agents of public  
health importance.

Notable Contributions  
to Public Health

IDPB scientists have played a critical 
role in the identification, diagnosis, and 
description of many diseases, including:

Fungal meningitis (U.S.)

Transplant-associated infections (U.S.)

Pandemic H1N1 influenza

Severe acute respiratory syndrome 
(worldwide)

Monkeypox (U.S.)

Bioterrorism-related anthrax (U.S.)

Hantavirus (U.S.)

Enterovirus 71 (Taiwan)

West Nile virus (U.S.)

Leptospirosis (U.S.)

Nipah virus (Malaysia & Singapore)
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IDPB in Action
Sudden cardiac deaths associated with Lyme 
carditis (2012-2013)
Towards the end of 2012, CDC began collaborating 
with medical examiners, health departments, and 
tissue banks on the investigation of three sudden 
cardiac deaths associated with lyme carditis and 
subsequent transplantation of tissues from two of 
the decedents. 

IDPB played a vital role in the investigation by 
examining cardiac tissue to confirm the presence 
of B. burgdorferi and transplantable tissues were 
destroyed after the diagnosis of lyme disease was 
established. CDC continues to work with state and 
local health departments, medical examiners and 
coroners to prospectively investigate new cases.
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Spirochetes in myocardium

Warthin-Starry stain of cardiac tissue 
at 158X magnification demonstrating 
Borrelia burgdorferi spirochetes (arrow) 
in one of three patients whose death was 
associated with Lyme carditis  
— United States, 2013
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