
 

 

 
 
 

FACT	SHEET	No.	35	
	
‘GRAM	NEGATIVE’	Versus	‘GRAM	POSITIVE’	BACTERIA	

	
On our website (and on our lists of pathogens) there is a reference to “Gram Positive” 
and “Gram Negative” Bacteria. This Fact Sheet explains this terminology. 

 
The terms ‘Gram Negative’ or ‘Gram Positive’ are actually references from a staining 
procedure used to determine the cell wall composition of unknown bacteria – a 
procedure that helps determine the appropriate antimicrobial treatment prescribed by 
physicians. 

 
This identification process is named after its inventor, Danish scientist Hans Gram 
(1853–1938). Whilst working in Berlin in 1884, he accidentally stumbled on a method 
which still forms the basis for the identification of bacteria today…. whilst examining lung 
tissue from patients who had died of pneumonia, he discovered that certain stains were 
preferentially taken up and retained by bacterial cells. Over the course of the next few 
years, Gram developed a staining procedure which divided almost all bacteria into two 
large groups (Negative and Positive) and the process became known as the Gram stain. 

 
Individual bacterial cells are hard to see, partly because they are very small, but also 
because they are almost transparent. In addition to magnification under a microscope, 
optical tricks must also be used to be able to see them. In general, Gram Positive 
bacteria turn blue and Gram Negative bacteria turn red after staining with this method. 
The difference in Gram-reaction of these two groups of bacteria is due to a difference in 
the structure of their cell walls (Gram Negative bacteria have thin walls compared to 
Gram Positive). This difference in colour (when examined under a microscope) helps in 
the identification process of bacterium that has been isolated from a specimen. This 
allows the physician to prescribe the treatment that ‘matches’ the bacteria. 

 

Note: These terms do not refer to the electrical charge of the bacteria as both Gram 
Negative and Gram Positive bacteria are negatively charged. As such, they will all be 
attracted by the positively charged nitrogen molecule within the Zoono “sword.” 

The outer membrane of Gram Negative bacteria plays a very important role in the 
survival of the bacteria under environmental pressure. For example, the outer membrane 
serves as a barrier for the bacteria against the destructive effects of various antibiotics 
(e.g. erythromycin, penicillin, amoxicillin) (Shagam 2006; Wheelis 2007). 
 
Clearly this identification process is very important – that’s why the Gram stain method 
(that was discovered in 1884) is still used today. 


