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Taenia Saginata Tapeworm Infection in a Traveler to Mexico

A. Clinton White Jr and Alan Blum

A 29-year-old, Ethiopian-born, female student in
her fourth year at a local college traveled from Hou-
ston to Mexico City during a Christmas vacation.
While in Mexico City, she recalled eating uncooked
beef. Several weeks after returning to Houston, she
noticed white, moving objects in her stool. The ob-
jects were flat and variable in length, up to several
centimeters. She was concerned that the objects were
parasites and came in for evaluation. She was pre-
sumptively treated with niclosamide, 2 g by mouth,
followed by a purgative of magnesium citrate. Within
1 hour, she passed 20 tapeworm proglottids, which
initially were noted to be motile (Fig. 1). Examina-
tion of proglottids confirmed that the worm was a
Taenia saginata.

Comments

Approximately 48 million people worldwide are
infected with tapeworms, the vast majority of which
are T saginata.! The infection is acquired by ingesting
raw or undercooked beef infected with the cyst stage
of the parasite. Although the conventional belief is
that tapeworm infections are associated with weight
loss, no clinical or experimental data support this con-
tention. Indeed, most cases are asymptomatic. Symp-
tomatic patients, such as this woman, may describe
white motile “worms” in their stool. The parasites
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Figure 1

Taenia saginata tapeworm proglottids.

can be distinguished clinically from Ascaris and other
roundworms by their flat shape. Stool examination
for ova is often negative.? Since empiric therapy is safe,
and in many cases less expensive than laboratory tests,
one option for management is empiric therapy, as was
done in this case. Niclosamide (4 500 mg tablets
chewed as single dose) is effective in this setting.! Al-
ternative medications include praziguantel or alben-
dazole.! Tapeworm infection is unusual in travelers.
As illustrated by this case, however, travelers to de-
veloping countries need to be cautioned about ingest-
ing undercooked meats.
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