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Risk Factors for Toxoplasma gondii Infection 

The life cycle of T. gondii is important when considering potential routes of infection. The sexual 

cycle can only take place in the cat, resulting in oocysts being shed in faeces. The asexual cycle 

occurs when sporulated oocycts are ingested by an intermediate host such as humans and 

domestic animals. The infection then becomes latent in the form of tissue cysts which may persist 

for the life of the host. Risk factors for acquiring T. gondii infection vary by geographical location 

as climate affects survival of the parasite out-with its host. However the main risks are well 

recognised. 

 

Oocysts 

Oocysts are shed in large numbers and this can lead to a high level of environmental 

contamination. Risks include cleaning cat litter trays; gardening; eating raw unwashed fruit and 

vegetables; playing in sandpits; consumption of water contaminated with faeces; and eating 

shellfish which filter and concentrate oocysts. Risks can be reduced by wearing gloves to clean 

cat litter trays. Gloves should be worn while gardening and fruit and vegetables should be washed 

prior to consumption. Sandpits should be covered to avoid cats using them as a litter tray. 

Drinking water should be obtained from a recognised and adequately treated source.  

 

Tachyzoites 

Although not as common as infection through ingestion of oocysts or tissue cysts, tachyzoites 

present in body fluids can pose a risk of infection. The most documented risk is through drinking 

un-pasteurised milk, particularly goats’ milk. These risks can be reduced by pasteurising all dairy 

products.  

 

Tissue Cysts 

Eating raw or undercooked meat is an important source of infection for humans. Cysts are killed 

by cooking, however they will remain infectious if meat is heated unevenly e.g. by microwaving. 

Working with carcases is also high risk as is eating cured, dried or smoked meat which has not 

been adequately prepared. These risks can be reduced by deep freezing meat, and by good 

hygiene, particularly in the kitchen.  

 

Conclusion 

Sources of infection are widely distributed in the environment. Infection is almost exclusively by 

ingestion of the parasite.  


