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CONDITION

Tapeworm infection - beef or pork

An intestinal infection caused by eating beef or pork containing tapeworm larvae.

WHATITIS
Intestinal infection with an adult beef or pork tapeworm

BODY SYSTEM
Digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Tapeworm segments in stool, abdominal discomfort, nausea, weight loss

WHAT CAUSES IT
Eating undercooked beef or pork containing larvae

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Stool microscopy and identification of tapeworm segments

MAIN TREATMENT
Antiparasitic medicine and follow-up stool testing

CAN IT BE CURED?
Yes - treatment usually clears the intestinal worm

ISIT AN EMERGENCY?
Sometimes - with seizures or severe neurological symptoms

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Usually excellent after treatment and confirmed clearance

Overview

Beef and pork tapeworm infections are intestinal infections caused by adult Taenia
tapeworms. The beef tapeworm is called Taenia saginata. The pork tapeworm is called Taenia
solium.

People become infected after eating raw or undercooked beef or pork containing tapeworm
larvae. In the intestine, a larva attaches to the bowel wall and grows into a long, flat adult worm.
The worm releases small body sections called segments, which may appear in bowel
movements.

Many people have no symptoms or only mild digestive symptoms. However, identifying the
species matters. A person carrying an adult pork tapeworm can release microscopic eggs that
may cause a more serious infection called cysticercosis if the eggs are swallowed by that
person or someone else.
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Cysticercosis is not caused directly by eating pork. It happens when pork tapeworm eggs from
human stool enter the mouth, usually through contaminated hands, food, or water. The eggs
can develop into cysts in body tissues. Cysts affecting the brain are called neurocysticercosis.

Both beef and pork intestinal tapeworm infections can usually be cured with antiparasitic
medicine.

Symptoms

Most intestinal tapeworm infections cause few or no symptoms. Some people first notice an
infection when a pale, flat tapeworm segment appears in their stool, underwear, or bedding.
Beef tapeworm segments may move for a short time after leaving the body.

Possible symptoms include:

These symptoms can have many other causes. Seeing something unusual in your stool does
not always mean it is a tapeworm.

Symptoms such as seizures, severe headaches, confusion, vision changes, or new weakness
are not typical of an adult worm confined to the intestine. They may suggest cysticercosis or
another neurological problem and need urgent assessment.

- Passing tapeworm segments in bowel movements
- Mild abdominal pain or discomfort

- Nausea, diarrhoea, or constipation

- Changesin appetite

- Unexplained weight loss

- Tiredness or weakness

Causes and risk factors

Beef tapeworm infection develops when someone eats beef containing T. saginata larvae that
have not been killed by proper cooking. Pork tapeworm infection develops in the same way
after eating pork containing T. solium larvae.

The adult worm lives only in the human intestine. It produces eggs that leave the body in stool.
Cattle or pigs become infected when they swallow these eggs from contaminated soil, water,
or feed. Larvae then form cysts in the animals' muscles, completing the cycle when
undercooked meat is eaten.
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Risk is higher with:
The beef tapeworm does not normally cause cysticercosis in people. Pork tapeworm eggs can.

A person does not get cysticercosis simply from eating pork containing larvae. They get it by
swallowing T. solium eggs from human faecal contamination. A person with an intestinal pork
tapeworm may also contaminate their own hands and swallow eggs, especially if hand hygiene
is poor.

- Eating raw or undercooked beef or pork

- Eating meat that has not been safely inspected or handled

- Living in or travelling to places where human waste may contaminate food or animal feed
- Limited access to clean water, toilets, and handwashing facilities

- Living with someone who carries a pork tapeworm

Diagnosis

A healthcare professional will usually ask about symptoms, recent travel, food exposure, and
whether you have noticed segments in your stool.

The main test is examination of stool under a microscope for tapeworm eggs or segments.
Eggs may not be released every day, so samples collected on different days may be needed.

Beef and pork tapeworm eggs look alike under a microscope. ldentifying the species may
require examination of an intact segment or, less commonly, the worm's head. If you find a
possible segment, a healthcare service can explain how to collect and transport it safely.

Blood tests do not usually confirm a simple adult intestinal tapeworm infection.

If pork tapeworm infection is possible and you have neurological symptoms, further
assessment may be needed before treatment. Tests for cysticercosis can include brain
imaging with a CT or MRl scan, an eye examination, and selected blood tests. A stool test
cannot rule out cysts elsewhere in the body.

Treatment and management

Intestinal beef or pork tapeworm infection is treated with an antiparasitic medicine.
Praziquantel is commonly used. Niclosamide or albendazole may be alternatives in some
settings. The choice depends on local availability, the tapeworm species, other health
conditions, and whether cysticercosis is a concern.
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Treatment is often brief, but it should be arranged through a healthcare professional. This is
particularly important if pork tapeworm infection is possible. Killing tapeworm larvae in the
brain or other tissues can trigger inflammation, so suspected cysticercosis needs a different
assessment and treatment plan.

You may or may not see the worm pass after treatment. Not seeing it does not mean
treatment failed. Follow-up stool testing is used to check that eggs and segments are no
longer present. The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention advises repeat stool
examination after treatment, including at one and three months.

During and after treatment, careful handwashing helps prevent pork tapeworm eggs from
spreading. Wash your hands with soap and water after using the toilet, after changing nappies,
and before preparing or eating food.

If T. solium is confirmed, public health or healthcare teams may consider whether close
household contacts need assessment. This is because one person carrying an adult pork
tapeworm can expose others to eggs.

Complications

Complications from an adult intestinal tapeworm are uncommon. A very large wormor a
migrating segment can rarely contribute to blockage or inflammation involving the bowel,
appendix, bile ducts, or pancreatic duct.

The main concern with T. solium is cysticercosis. After pork tapeworm eggs are swallowed,
larvae may spread through the bloodstream and form cysts under the skin, in muscles, in the
eyes, or in the nervous system.

Neurocysticercosis can cause:

Symptoms may develop months or years after exposure. Their type and severity are
influenced by the number, location, and stage of the cysts.

Cysticercosis requires specialist assessment. Treatment may involve antiparasitic medicines,
medicines to control inflammation or seizures, and sometimes surgery. It is not managed in the
same way as an uncomplicated intestinal tapeworm.

- Seizures
- Persistent or severe headaches
- Increased pressure around the brain

- Problems with balance, speech, movement, or vision
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- Confusion or changes in alertness

Prevention

Beef and pork tapeworm infections are preventable in many cases.

Cook beef and pork thoroughly, using a food thermometer and current local food-safety
guidance. Colour alone does not reliably show whether meat has reached a safe temperature.
Avoid tasting raw meat while preparing it.

Other protective steps include:

Freezing can kill some tapeworm larvae under controlled conditions, but household freezing is
not a reliable substitute for safe cooking because temperature and storage time differ.

If you have been diagnosed with a pork tapeworm, strict hand hygiene is especially important
until treatment and follow-up are complete. It reduces the chance of spreading eggs to
yourself or other people.

- Wash hands with soap and water after using the toilet
- Wash hands before preparing food or eating

- Use safe drinking water

- Wash or peel produce when contamination is possible
- Keepraw meat separate from ready-to-eat food

- Buy meat from regulated or reliably inspected sources

- Use proper toilets and safe sewage disposal

Living with it and what to expect

An untreated adult tapeworm can remain in the intestine for years. Symptoms may stay mild,
come and go, or remain absent. Passing segments can continue while the worm is present.

Most people can continue their usual activities while being assessed and treated. The infection
is not spread through coughing, touching, or ordinary social contact. The concern with pork
tapeworm is microscopic egg contamination after using the toilet, which is why handwashing
matters.

After effective treatment, digestive symptoms and passage of segments should settle.
Follow-up stool testing is important because symptoms alone cannot confirm that the worm
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has gone. Reinfection is possible if you later eat contaminated, undercooked meat. Treatment
does not provide lasting immunity.

Cysticercosis has a different course. Cysts can remain for years, and neurological symptoms
may need longer-term monitoring or treatment. The outlook is shaped by where the cysts are
located and whether they have caused seizures, pressure, or tissue injury. Many people can
manage the condition with appropriate care, but no single course can be promised.

When to get medical help

Arrange aroutine medical appointment if:

Seek urgent medical advice if you develop a new persistent headache, repeated vomiting,
vision changes, unusual balance problems, or new numbness or weakness.

Seek emergency care for:

These symptoms can have several causes. They need prompt assessment rather than being
assumed to come from a tapeworm.

- You notice aflat, pale segment or worm-like material in your stool

- You have ongoing digestive symptoms after eating raw or undercooked beef or pork
- You have unexplained weight loss

- Someone in your household has been diagnosed with pork tapeworm

- Symptoms or segments continue after treatment

- You are due for follow-up stool testing

- Afirst seizure or repeated seizures

- Loss of consciousness

- Sudden confusion, difficulty speaking, or one-sided weakness

- Asevere headache with reduced alertness

- Severe abdominal pain with swelling, persistent vomiting, or inability to pass stool or gas

Common questions

Can a beef or pork tapeworm go away on its own?

An adult tapeworm can survive in the intestine for years, so waiting for it to disappear is not
reliable. Antiparasitic treatment is usually effective, and follow-up testing checks whether it
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has cleared.
How will | know whether the tapeworm is gone?

You may not see the whole worm pass. The most reliable check is follow-up examination of
stool samples for eggs or segments. Feeling better alone does not confirm clearance.

Can | catch a tapeworm from another person?

You do not get an adult beef or pork tapeworm through ordinary contact. However, a person
carrying a pork tapeworm can release eggs in stool. If those eggs contaminate hands, food, or
water and are swallowed, they can cause cysticercosis.

Does eating pork cause tapeworm cysts in the brain?

Eating undercooked pork containing larvae can cause an adult intestinal pork tapeworm. Brain
cysts develop after swallowing pork tapeworm eggs from human faecal contamination, not
directly from eating pork.

Can pets give me beef or pork tapeworm?

Beef and pork tapeworms mainly follow a human-cattle or human-pig life cycle. Dogs and cats
can carry other tapeworm species, so pets should still receive appropriate veterinary care and
parasite control.

Can | get tapeworm infection again after treatment?

Yes. Treatment clears the current intestinal worm but does not create lasting protection.
Eating contaminated undercooked meat can cause another infection.
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