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CONDITION

Whipworm infection

Whipworm infection is an intestinal infection caused by swallowing the eggs of a parasitic

worm.

WHAT IT IS

Parasitic worm infection of the large intestine

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Diarrhea, abdominal pain, bloody stool, rectal prolapse

WHAT CAUSES IT

Infection from swallowed whipworm eggs

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Stool microscopy for whipworm eggs

MAIN TREATMENT

Antiparasitic medicine and supportive care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes - antiparasitic medicines can clear it

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - severe dehydration, heavy bleeding, or rectal prolapse

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Usually good after treatment; reinfection can occur

Overview

Whipworm infection is caused by a parasitic roundworm called Trichuris trichiura . The thin

front part of the worm resembles a whip, which gives the condition its name.

The worms live mainly in the large intestine. They attach to its lining and produce eggs that

leave the body in stool. Infection begins when someone swallows mature eggs from soil, food,

water, or hands contaminated with human feces.

Whipworm is most common in places where sanitation is limited and the climate is warm and

humid. The eggs can survive in suitable soil for a long time. Infection can also be found in

travelers, migrants, and people who previously lived in an affected region.

Many people with a small number of worms have no symptoms. A heavier infection can inflame
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the bowel and cause persistent diarrhea, abdominal pain, blood or mucus in the stool, anemia,

and poor growth in children. Treatment matters because untreated worms can remain in the

intestine for years.

Whipworm infection is not the same as trichinellosis, an infection linked to eating undercooked

meat. It is also not usually acquired from dogs or cats.

Symptoms

A light infection may cause no noticeable problems. When symptoms occur, they often reflect

irritation and inflammation in the large intestine.

Possible symptoms include:

Children with a heavy or long-lasting infection may gain weight or grow more slowly than

expected. Ongoing diarrhea and poor nutrition can affect their energy, concentration, and

attendance at school.

A very heavy infection can cause rectal prolapse. This means part of the rectum, the final

section of the bowel, moves outside the anus. It appears as a red or pink lump and needs

prompt medical assessment.

These symptoms have many possible causes. Symptoms alone cannot confirm whipworm

infection.

- Frequent or persistent diarrhea

- Lower abdominal pain or cramping

- Blood or mucus in the stool

- A frequent urge to pass stool, even when little comes out

- Tiredness, weakness, or pale skin from anemia

- Reduced appetite or weight loss

Causes and risk factors

Whipworm spreads through a fecal-oral route. This means microscopic eggs from human

feces are swallowed. The eggs cannot be seen without a microscope.

After leaving the body, the eggs must mature in warm, moist soil before they can infect

another person. For this reason, whipworm does not usually spread directly through ordinary

contact with someone who has it. It is more likely to spread where human waste contaminates
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soil, food, or water.

After mature eggs are swallowed, larvae hatch in the intestine. They develop into adult worms

that settle in the large intestine. Female worms then release eggs into the stool, continuing the

cycle.

Risk is higher with:

Children may have greater exposure because they often play on the ground and may be less

consistent about handwashing.

Whipworm eggs infect people when swallowed. Unlike hookworm larvae, they do not normally

enter through bare skin.

- Poor access to toilets, sewage disposal, or clean water

- Eating unwashed produce grown in contaminated soil

- Putting soil-contaminated hands or objects in the mouth

- Eating soil, a behavior sometimes called geophagia

- Living in or spending extended time in an affected region

- Repeated exposure in communities where infection is common

Diagnosis

Whipworm infection is usually confirmed by examining a stool sample under a microscope. The

eggs have a distinctive barrel or lemon shape, with a plug at each end.

A single sample may not detect a light infection. A clinician or laboratory may request samples

collected on different days if suspicion remains after a negative result. Some specialist

laboratories can use molecular tests, such as polymerase chain reaction, or PCR, to detect

parasite genetic material.

Blood tests cannot confirm whipworm by themselves. They may show anemia, particularly if

there has been ongoing intestinal bleeding. Some people have an increased number of

eosinophils, a type of white blood cell that can rise with parasite infections, but this finding has

many other causes.

Occasionally, adult worms are discovered during a colonoscopy, which uses a flexible camera

to examine the large intestine. Colonoscopy is not usually needed solely to look for whipworm.

It may be considered when symptoms are unexplained or another bowel condition is being

investigated.

Tell the healthcare professional about recent travel, previous countries of residence, sanitation
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conditions, and possible soil exposure. Whipworm can remain present long after the original

exposure.

Treatment and management

Whipworm is treated with antiparasitic medicine, also called an anthelmintic. Commonly used

medicines include mebendazole and albendazole. Other medicines may be considered in some

settings.

Whipworms can be harder to clear than some other intestinal worms. The medicine and length

of treatment are selected using factors such as age, pregnancy, symptom severity, local

guidance, and whether other parasites may also be present. Do not use animal deworming

products or medicines obtained from an unreliable source.

Treatment may also address the effects of infection. This can include fluids for diarrhea,

nutritional support, or treatment for iron-deficiency anemia. A child with poor growth may need

weight and height monitored while recovering.

Rectal prolapse needs prompt assessment. Treating the infection and controlling diarrhea may

help prevent it from happening again, but the prolapsed tissue may need separate care.

A follow-up stool test is not required in every situation. It may be arranged when symptoms

continue, the original infection was heavy, treatment may not have worked, or exposure is

ongoing. Persistent symptoms should not automatically be assumed to mean that worms

remain, because other bowel conditions can cause similar problems.

Public health deworming programs may offer medicine to groups of children or other people in

areas where soil-transmitted worms are common. This community approach is different from

individual assessment and treatment.

Complications

Complications are uncommon with a light infection. They become more likely when many

worms are present or infection continues without treatment.

Chronic inflammation may cause repeated bloody or mucus-filled diarrhea. Continued blood

loss can lead to iron-deficiency anemia, which may cause fatigue, weakness, headache, pale

skin, or shortness of breath.

In children, heavy infection can contribute to poor nutrition, weight loss, and slower growth.

Severe infection with frequent bloody diarrhea, anemia, and growth problems is sometimes
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called Trichuris dysentery syndrome.

Straining and inflammation can lead to rectal prolapse. Significant diarrhea can also cause

dehydration, especially in young children and older adults.

Most people recover without lasting bowel damage once the infection is cleared and related

problems are treated.

Prevention

There is no vaccine for whipworm. Infection can often be prevented, but prevention may be

difficult where safe toilets, clean water, and reliable sewage systems are unavailable.

Helpful measures include:

Whipworm eggs must mature in the environment, so identifying and treating infection also

reduces the number of eggs entering the soil. In communities with frequent infection,

sanitation improvements and locally organized deworming programs work together to reduce

harm.

Previous infection does not provide reliable protection. A person can become infected again if

exposure continues.

- Wash hands with soap after using the toilet and before handling food

- Wash, peel, or cook produce that may have touched contaminated soil

- Keep soil-covered hands and objects away from the mouth

- Use toilets and safe systems for disposing of human waste

- Drink water from a safe source

- Discourage children from eating soil

Living with it and what to expect

Whipworm is usually a temporary condition when it is recognized and successfully treated.

Mild digestive symptoms may settle after the worms are cleared, although recovery is not

always immediate.

Anemia, weight loss, or poor nutrition can take longer to improve than diarrhea or abdominal

discomfort. Children recovering from a heavy infection may need routine checks of growth and

iron levels over the following months.

If infection is not treated, adult worms may remain in the intestine for years. Symptoms can
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stay mild, come and go, or become more noticeable with a heavier worm burden. The condition

does not usually spread from the bowel to other organs.

Reinfection is possible in places where contaminated soil remains a source of exposure. This

does not mean that treatment failed. People with continuing exposure may need repeat

testing or participation in a local public health program.

After treatment, arrange routine follow-up if symptoms do not improve, return later, or are

accompanied by ongoing weight loss or tiredness. Another intestinal condition may need to be

considered.

When to get medical help

Make a routine appointment if you have persistent diarrhea, recurring abdominal pain, blood or

mucus in your stool, unexplained anemia, or weight loss. Mention travel or residence in a region

where soil-transmitted worms are common, even if it was months or years ago.

A child should be assessed if ongoing bowel symptoms occur with poor weight gain, reduced

growth, unusual tiredness, or pale skin.

Seek urgent medical care for:

Seek emergency help for heavy or continuous rectal bleeding, fainting, confusion, severe

weakness, breathing difficulty, or a painful prolapse that becomes dark or cannot be returned

inside. These signs can indicate major blood loss, severe dehydration, or injury to prolapsed

tissue.

- A red or pink mass protruding from the anus

- Repeated bloody diarrhea

- Severe or worsening abdominal pain

- Inability to keep fluids down

- Signs of dehydration, such as very little urine or marked drowsiness

Common questions

Can whipworm infection go away on its own?

It may eventually end when the adult worms die, but they can live in the intestine for years.

Waiting can allow anemia, bowel inflammation, or growth problems to develop. Confirmed

infection is usually treated with antiparasitic medicine.
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Can I catch whipworm from another person?

Not usually through ordinary direct contact. Eggs passed in fresh stool must mature in soil

before they become infectious. Spread occurs when mature eggs from a contaminated

environment are swallowed. Good sanitation and handwashing reduce this risk.

Can I see whipworms in my stool?

Usually not. The eggs are microscopic, and adult worms attach to the bowel lining. Diagnosis

normally requires laboratory examination of a stool sample rather than checking the stool by

eye.

Did I get whipworm from my dog or cat?

Human whipworm infection is mainly caused by Trichuris trichiura and spreads through

environments contaminated with human feces. Dogs and cats have their own whipworm

species, which are not considered the usual source of human infection.

Can whipworm come back after treatment?

Yes. Symptoms may continue if treatment did not fully clear the worms, but a new infection

can also occur after swallowing eggs from contaminated soil or food. Follow-up testing can

help distinguish ongoing infection from other causes of bowel symptoms.

Is whipworm infection dangerous during pregnancy?

Heavy infection can contribute to anemia and poor nutrition, which matter during pregnancy.

Treatment choices and timing require professional assessment because recommendations

differ by medicine and stage of pregnancy. Avoid self-treatment with deworming products.
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