Listeria (for high-risk individuals)
Frequently Asked Questions

What is Listeriosis?

Listeriosis is a serious, foodborne illness caused by the bacteria listeria
monocytogenes. This illness can be very serious, especially for pregnant women,
people over the age of 65 years, and people with weakened immune systems. Listeria
bacteria can also be found in soil, water and animal feces, but illness is commonly
caused by eating improperly processed deli meats and unpasteurized milk products.

Listeriosis can cause two different types of infections, gastrointestinal illness,
when the infection is isolated in the intestines (gut) and invasive illness, when
the infection moves outside of the intestines. Gastrointestinal illness caused by
listeria is rarely diagnosed because laboratories do not regularly test patient
samples for listeria. Invasive listeriosis is identified more often and can be severe
or even fatal, particularly for people at higher risk, including pregnant women,
newborns, adults 65 and older, and individuals with weakened immune systems.

What are the signs/symptoms of Listeria?

When listeria is causing gastrointestinal illness, symptoms typically include
diarrhea, abdominal cramping, vomiting and/or nausea. The illness is usually
mild but high-risk populations may develop invasive illness.

With invasive illness, listeria bacteria are most likely to harm pregnant women,
newborn babies, older adults and people with weakened immune systems.
Other people can be infected with listeria, but they rarely become seriously ill.
Symptoms of listeriosis can include, but are not limited to, flu-like symptoms,
such as fever, fatigue and muscle aches, and headaches.

Pregnant women: symptoms typically include flu-like symptoms, such as
fever, fatigue and muscle aches. Symptoms are usually mild & some never have
symptoms. However, infection during pregnancy usually leads to miscarriage,
premature delivery, stillbirth, or life-threatening infection for the baby.

People other than pregnant women: symptoms typically include flu-like
symptoms such as fever, fatigue and muscle aches, headache, stiff neck,
confusion, loss of balance and seizures. Symptoms in those who are not
pregnant can be severe and can be fatal.

How is Listeria spread?

Listeria bacteria live in the soil, water and some domestic and wild mammals,
fowl and even people. People become infected with listeria when they eat
contaminated foods. The bacteria may be passed from mother to baby during
pregnancy or directly to the baby at the time of birth.
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What are the incubation and
contagious periods for Listeria?

Gastrointestinal iliness is typically 24 hours after eating
contaminated foods and usually lasts about 1-3 days. Invasive
iliness usually starts within 2 weeks after eating contaminated
foods and its duration depends on the person infected and the
progression of their illness.

The incubation period for listeria varies. It can range from 1 to
70 days but typically occurs 1 to 4 weeks after exposure. Those
with listeria infection, with or without symptoms, may shed the
bacteria in their feces for several months. Mothers of infected
newborns may shed the bacteria for approximately 7 to 10 days
after baby is born.

How is Listeria treated?

Listeriosis can be treated with antibiotics, but an early diagnosis
is critical for a successful recovery. If you are 65 years of age or
older, you are at higher risk for more severe complications when
infected with listeria. When infection occurs during pregnancy,
antibiotics given promptly to the pregnant woman can often
prevent infection of the baby. Babies with listeriosis receive the
same antibiotics as adults after they are born. It is very important
to finish your antibiotics, even if you begin to feel better, unless
otherwise directed by your healthcare provider.

How is Listeria dprevented?

Listeria hides in some foods, making them riskier to eat, such as
raw milk, soft cheeses, cold deli meats and hot dogs, raw
sprouts and smoked seafood. Avoid these foods if you are at
higher risk of infection. Wash your hands before and after
handling, prepare or eating food and wash fresh produce
thoroughly with clean water before eating. Avoid
unpasteurized or raw dairy products and, if unsure, look for the
word ‘pasteurized’ on the label. Practice food safety by doing
the following: avoiding cross-contamination in the kitchen,
cook food thoroughly and store foods properly by keeping raw
meat away from fresh produce and other ready-to-eat foods.

If you think you might have listeriosis, contact your healthcare
provider. This is especially important if you are pregnant, aged
65 years or older, or have a weakened immune system.

If you have questions, call the MCDH’s Communicable Disease Program (815) 334-4500
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