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HEALTH BASICS

Black widow spider

A black widow spider is a venomous Latrodectus spider whose defensive bite can cause

severe pain and muscle cramps.

WHAT IT IS

A venomous spider in the genus Latrodectus

WHERE IT COMES UP

Possible bites in sheltered indoor or outdoor spaces

WHY IT MATTERS

Its venom can cause severe pain and muscle cramps

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or a diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Poison control service or emergency clinician

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Exposure history, examination, and safe spider identification when possible

Overview

"Black widow" is a common name for several related spiders in the genus Latrodectus .

Different species live in different parts of the world. The redback spider found in Australia is a

close relative.

Adult female black widows are often shiny and dark, with a rounded abdomen. Some have a

red or orange hourglass-shaped mark underneath. Others have spots, stripes, or markings that

are hard to see. Males and young spiders may look different.

Appearance alone is not always enough for identification. Other spiders, including false widows

in the genus Steatoda , can look similar.

Black widows usually stay in sheltered places such as woodpiles, sheds, garages, outdoor

furniture, meter boxes, and undisturbed clutter. They do not hunt people. A bite is most likely

when a spider is trapped against skin, disturbed, or handled.

The spider itself is not a disease or diagnosis. The medical concern is envenomation, which

means venom entering the body through a bite.
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How it works

Black widow venom affects nerve endings. One important venom component, alpha-latrotoxin,

causes nerves to release unusually large amounts of chemical messengers. These chemicals

normally allow nerves to communicate with muscles and other tissues.

This nerve activity can lead to pain, muscle tightening, sweating, restlessness, nausea, and

changes in heart rate or blood pressure. When effects spread beyond the bite area, clinicians

may call the condition latrodectism .

A black widow may bite without injecting much venom. This is sometimes called a dry bite,

although there is no immediate test that can confirm how much venom entered the body. The

bite may feel like a pinprick, but some people do not notice it when it happens.

There is no routine blood or urine test that proves a black widow bite. Assessment is usually

based on:

Many suspected spider bites are never confirmed. Skin infections, bites from other insects,

and unrelated medical conditions can be mistaken for spider bites.

- Where and how the possible exposure happened

- The pattern and timing of the person's health effects

- Examination of the bite area and the rest of the body

- Spider identification, when a clear photograph or safely contained specimen is available

Why it matters for your health

A bite may cause immediate or gradually increasing pain. The skin can develop mild redness,

swelling, or small puncture marks. These marks are not reliable enough to identify the spider.

Venom effects can spread over the next several hours. Severe pain or muscle spasms may

affect the abdomen, back, chest, shoulders, or legs. Sweating can occur near the bite or across

a larger part of the body. Nausea, vomiting, headache, agitation, and weakness are also

possible.

Severe abdominal tightening may resemble appendicitis or another abdominal emergency.

Chest discomfort can resemble heart or lung problems. These symptoms should not

automatically be blamed on a spider bite, even when a spider was nearby.

Children, older adults, pregnant people, and people with significant medical conditions may

need closer assessment. Tell the poison control service or clinician about age, pregnancy,

current medicines, allergies, and medical conditions.
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Medical care focuses on controlling pain and muscle spasms, monitoring vital signs, and

treating complications if they occur. Antivenom is available in some countries and may be

considered for severe envenomation. Its availability and use differ by location, and it can cause

serious allergic reactions. A clinician weighs those issues for each person.

Most people recover with appropriate care. However, the intensity of pain can be substantial,

and severe effects need prompt medical attention.

What can go wrong

Latrodectism is the main venom-related condition. It involves widespread pain, muscle

spasms, sweating, nausea, or other effects beyond the bite site. Severe pain can last longer

than the visible skin changes.

Breathing or circulation problems can occur in severe envenomation. Difficulty breathing,

fainting, confusion, a seizure, or rapidly worsening weakness requires emergency help.

A serious condition may be mistaken for a bite. Severe chest pain, a rigid or very painful

abdomen, or neurological changes can have causes unrelated to spiders. These problems need

medical assessment rather than home identification.

Skin infection can develop after any break in the skin, although infection is not the usual effect

of black widow venom. Increasing warmth, pus, spreading redness, or fever should be

assessed.

Tissue death is not typical. A deep ulcer or an enlarging area of dead-looking skin may point to

another spider, an infection, poor circulation, or a different skin condition. It should not be

assumed to be a black widow bite.

Allergic reactions are separate from the usual venom effects. Facial or throat swelling,

widespread hives, wheezing, or trouble breathing is an emergency.

What you can do

If you see a black widow but no one was bitten, there is usually nothing medical to do. Do not

handle or crush the spider with bare hands. If identification matters, take a clear photograph

from a safe distance.

After a possible bite:

Do not cut the skin, try to suck out venom, apply electric shock, or use a tight tourniquet. These

actions do not remove the venom and can cause injury.
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Do not risk another bite to catch the spider. If it is already dead or safely contained, a

professional may be able to identify it. A photograph showing the spider's top and underside

may also help.

Call emergency services for trouble breathing, fainting, a seizure, severe chest pain, severe or

rigid abdominal pain, widespread muscle spasms, uncontrolled vomiting, or rapid worsening.

Do not drive yourself if you feel faint, confused, or severely unwell.

For mild local discomfort that is clearly improving, poison control may recommend observation

at home. Arrange routine medical follow-up if pain persists, the wound is not healing, or

redness and swelling continue to increase.

- Move away from the spider and avoid another bite

- Wash the area with soap and water

- Apply a cold pack wrapped in cloth for short periods

- Keep the affected area still and avoid unnecessary exertion

- Record the bite time and how any effects change

- Contact a poison control service promptly for individual guidance

Common questions

Does every black widow bite cause severe poisoning?

No. The amount of venom can differ, and some bites cause only local discomfort. It is not

possible to predict severity from puncture marks, so a poison control service can help assess

the situation.

Is the red hourglass always visible?

No. Its shape and color differ by species and individual spider. It is usually underneath the

abdomen, where it may be difficult to see safely.

Can two puncture marks confirm a spider bite?

No. Puncture marks may be absent, hard to see, or caused by something else. They cannot

identify a black widow bite.

Will antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline treat the venom?

No. Antibiotics treat certain bacterial infections, not venom. They are used only when a

clinician finds evidence of an infection.

Is antivenom always needed?
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No. Many bites are managed with observation, pain control, and supportive care. Antivenom

may be considered for severe effects after a clinician assesses its possible benefits and risks.

Can a black widow bite cause rotting skin?

Significant tissue destruction is not typical of black widow venom. An enlarging ulcer,

blistering, drainage, or darkening skin needs assessment for other causes.
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