
Missoula City-County Health Department Disease Fact Sheets

TRANSMISSIBLE SPONGIFORM ENCEPHALOPATHIES 
(e.g., CREUTZFELDT-JAKOB DISEASE)

What is Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathy? 
Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathy (e.g., Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease) 
often referred to as CJD, is a rare, fatal disease affecting the nervous 
system. The cause of CJD is believed to be an abnormal protein that can 
occur in certain types of nervous system tissue. A bacteria, virus, or 
parasite does not cause CJD.

Who gets CJD? 
CJD most frequently is seen in older people and scientists do not know the 

cause in some cases. Genetics and direct contact with contaminated tissue 
during specific types of medical procedures are sometimes the cause.  

What are the symptoms of CJD? 
People with CJD develop dementia and quickly deteriorate mentally. Other 
symptoms include twitching, lack of coordination, decrease in vision, and 
the inability to speak. Approximately one-half of the individuals diagnosed 
with CJD die within six months of the time their symptoms began; by one 
year, 90 to 95 percent have died.

Is CJD related to eating beef? 
Most cases of CJD are not caused by or related to eating beef. Variant CJD 
(vCJD), more commonly known as "mad cow disease," is a similar, but an 
entirely different disease. 

How is CJD treated? 
There is no known cure. Medications may be needed to control symptoms.

What are the possible complications? 
CJD causes death by infection, heart failure, or respiratory failure.

What can be done to prevent CJD? 
Most countries now have strict guidelines for management of infected 
cows and strict restrictions regarding what they are fed, to avoid the 
potential for transmission of CJD to humans.
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