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CONDITION

Enlarged liver

An enlarged liver is a liver that is bigger than expected, usually because of another health

condition.

WHAT IT IS

Liver larger than expected for body size

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Often none, right-sided fullness, abdominal discomfort, fatigue

WHAT CAUSES IT

Fat, inflammation, congestion, infection, growths, or inherited disorders

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Ultrasound, CT, or MRI confirm size and appearance

MAIN TREATMENT

Treatment of the underlying cause

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - reversible causes allow liver size to normalize

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - confusion, bleeding, or severe pain need emergency care

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often good when the cause is found and treatable

Overview

An enlarged liver means the liver is bigger than expected for your body size. The medical term

is hepatomegaly . It is a physical finding rather than a disease by itself.

The liver sits mainly under the ribs on the upper right side of the abdomen. It processes

nutrients, removes many waste products, makes proteins needed for blood clotting, and

produces bile to help digest fats.

Many different conditions can make the liver enlarge. These include a buildup of fat,

inflammation, infection, blood backing up from the heart, inherited storage disorders, cysts,

and tumours. Some causes are mild and reversible. Others need long-term treatment.

An enlarged liver may be discovered during an examination or imaging test done for another
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reason. Finding the cause matters more than the measurement alone. Liver size does not show

by itself how well the liver is working or whether permanent damage has occurred.

Symptoms

A mildly enlarged liver often causes no symptoms. When symptoms occur, they may come

from stretching of the liver's outer covering or from the condition causing the enlargement.

Possible symptoms include:

These symptoms are not specific to an enlarged liver. For example, discomfort under the right

ribs may come from the gallbladder, bowel, muscles, or lungs.

Sudden severe pain is not typical of uncomplicated liver enlargement. It needs urgent

assessment, especially if it occurs with fever, vomiting, fainting, jaundice, or abdominal

swelling.

- Fullness, pressure, or discomfort under the right ribs

- Abdominal swelling or tenderness

- Tiredness or weakness

- Reduced appetite, nausea, or unplanned weight loss

- Yellow skin or eyes, called jaundice

- Dark urine, pale stools, or itchy skin

- Swelling in the legs or abdomen

Causes and risk factors

Fat buildup in liver cells is a common reason for enlargement. This may be related to metabolic

dysfunction, including excess body weight, type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, or abnormal

blood fats. Alcohol can also cause fat buildup and liver inflammation.

Inflammation may result from viral hepatitis, autoimmune liver disease, alcohol-related injury,

or a reaction to a medicine or supplement. "Autoimmune" means the immune system

mistakenly attacks the body's own tissues.

The liver can also enlarge when blood cannot flow through it normally. Right-sided heart failure

may cause blood to back up into the liver. A clot or blockage in veins that drain the liver can

have a similar effect.

Other possible causes include:
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Your risk may be higher if you have diabetes, obesity, heavy alcohol use, known heart disease,

exposure to hepatitis viruses, or a close relative with an inherited liver disorder. Some

medicines and herbal or bodybuilding products can injure the liver, but most medicines do not

cause enlargement when used as directed.

- Infections involving the liver

- Blocked or inflamed bile ducts

- Benign, meaning non-cancerous, cysts or tumours

- Cancer that begins in the liver or spreads there

- Blood cancers such as lymphoma or leukaemia

- Inherited conditions such as haemochromatosis or Wilson disease

- Storage disorders that cause unusual substances to collect in cells

Diagnosis

A clinician may first suspect enlargement by examining your abdomen. However, the liver edge

can sometimes be felt in a healthy person, especially because of body shape or the position of

the lungs. An examination alone may not confirm that the liver is enlarged.

Ultrasound is often the first imaging test. It uses sound waves to measure the liver and look for

fat, cysts, masses, blocked bile ducts, or changes in blood flow. A CT or MRI scan may provide

more detail. Normal liver measurements differ with body size and the imaging method used.

Blood tests help investigate the cause and show how the liver is functioning. These may

include tests for:

Blood results can be normal even when the liver is enlarged. Abnormal liver tests also do not

always mean that the liver is enlarged.

Elastography may be used to estimate liver stiffness. Increased stiffness can suggest fibrosis,

which means scar tissue. In some cases, a liver biopsy is needed. This involves taking a small

tissue sample with a needle so it can be examined under a microscope. It is usually reserved for

situations where less invasive tests do not give enough information.

- Liver-cell injury or bile-flow problems

- Bilirubin, which can rise and cause jaundice

- Albumin and blood-clotting ability

- Viral hepatitis
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- Iron or copper buildup

- Autoimmune liver disease

Treatment and management

Treatment is aimed at the underlying cause, not at liver size alone. There is no single medicine

that simply "shrinks" an enlarged liver.

For liver enlargement related to metabolic fat buildup, management may include gradual

weight loss where appropriate, regular physical activity, and treatment of diabetes, blood

pressure, and abnormal cholesterol or triglyceride levels. These changes can reduce liver fat

and inflammation.

If alcohol is contributing, stopping alcohol may allow the liver to recover. Medical support may

be needed because suddenly stopping after prolonged heavy use can cause dangerous

withdrawal symptoms.

Other treatments may include:

Do not stop a prescribed medicine on your own because you are concerned about your liver. A

clinician can review prescription medicines, over-the-counter products, vitamins, and

supplements and decide whether any should be changed.

Follow-up may involve blood tests, repeat imaging, or tests for liver scarring. The type and

timing of monitoring are based on the cause and the amount of liver damage.

- Antiviral treatment for certain viral infections

- Medicines that reduce immune-system activity for autoimmune disease

- Treatment of heart failure to reduce blood backing up in the liver

- Procedures to restore blood or bile flow

- Drainage or surgery for selected cysts, abscesses, or tumours

- Cancer treatment when enlargement is caused by cancer

- Liver transplantation for selected people with severe, irreversible liver failure

Complications

Complications usually come from the underlying illness rather than from liver size itself.

Long-lasting inflammation can cause fibrosis and eventually cirrhosis, which is severe scarring
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that changes the liver's structure. Cirrhosis may lead to fluid in the abdomen, internal bleeding,

confusion from toxin buildup, infection, or liver cancer.

Heart or blood-flow problems can cause worsening swelling, breathlessness, or reduced organ

function. Infections may spread if they are not treated. Tumours can affect nearby structures

or normal liver tissue.

Not everyone with an enlarged liver develops these problems. Risk is strongly linked to the

cause, whether scarring is present, and how well the cause responds to treatment.

Prevention

An enlarged liver cannot always be prevented. Inherited disorders, many cancers, and some

autoimmune conditions are not caused by lifestyle choices.

You may be able to reduce the risk of some liver conditions by:

"Natural" products are not automatically safe for the liver. Some herbal, weight-loss, and

bodybuilding products have been linked to liver injury.

If you have an inherited liver condition, prevention may not be possible. Earlier recognition and

monitoring can still reduce the chance of complications.

- Avoiding heavy alcohol use

- Maintaining a weight that is healthy for you

- Managing diabetes, blood pressure, and abnormal blood fats

- Receiving recommended hepatitis vaccinations

- Avoiding shared needles and other exposure to infected blood

- Using medicines only as directed

- Checking before combining supplements or herbal products

Living with it and what to expect

What happens over time depends mainly on why the liver is enlarged and whether scar tissue

has developed.

Enlargement caused by temporary inflammation, fat buildup, or blood congestion may improve

when the cause is controlled. This can take weeks or months. A normal liver size after

treatment does not always mean that every underlying risk has disappeared.
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If fibrosis or cirrhosis is present, the liver may remain enlarged or later become smaller and

more scarred. Existing advanced scarring may not fully reverse, but treatment can sometimes

slow further damage and lower the risk of complications.

Some inherited, heart-related, or immune conditions need monitoring for years.

Cancer-related enlargement follows a different course based on the cancer type, extent, and

response to treatment.

Many people with a mild or treatable cause continue their usual work, exercise, and family

activities. Symptoms may not match liver size: a substantially enlarged liver can cause little

discomfort, while a mildly enlarged liver may feel tender during active inflammation.

Keep planned follow-up appointments even if you feel well. Blood tests and imaging can

identify changes before they cause obvious symptoms.

When to get medical help

Arrange a routine medical appointment if you have ongoing fullness or discomfort under the

right ribs, unexplained fatigue, loss of appetite, or abdominal swelling. You should also follow

up if an imaging report says your liver is enlarged, even if it was found by chance.

Seek prompt medical care if you develop new jaundice, dark urine with pale stools, fever with

upper abdominal pain, repeated vomiting, or rapidly increasing swelling.

Get emergency help for:

These symptoms can indicate bleeding, severe infection, acute liver problems, or

complications of heart or circulation disease.

- Vomiting blood or material that looks like coffee grounds

- Black, tar-like stools

- New confusion, extreme drowsiness, or difficulty waking

- Fainting or severe weakness

- Sudden, severe abdominal pain

- Serious breathing difficulty

- A very swollen, painful abdomen with fever

Common questions

Is an enlarged liver the same as fatty liver?
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No. Fatty liver can make the liver enlarge, but it is only one possible cause. Infection,

inflammation, heart disease, inherited disorders, cysts, and tumours can also cause

enlargement.

Can an enlarged liver go back to normal?

Sometimes. Enlargement related to fat, temporary inflammation, or blood congestion may

decrease when the cause is treated. Recovery is less predictable when there is advanced

scarring, an inherited disorder, or cancer.

Can I feel an enlarged liver myself?

You may notice fullness or discomfort under the right ribs, but you cannot reliably judge liver

size yourself. Even a trained examination may not confirm enlargement without imaging.

Does an enlarged liver mean I have cancer?

No. Cancer is one possible cause, but many non-cancerous conditions can enlarge the liver.

Imaging, blood tests, and sometimes a biopsy are used to tell the causes apart.

What foods can shrink an enlarged liver?

No single food shrinks the liver. If metabolic fat buildup is the cause, an overall balanced eating

pattern and gradual weight loss, when appropriate, may reduce liver fat. Dietary needs may

differ when there is advanced liver or heart disease.

Should I avoid alcohol if my liver is enlarged?

It is sensible to avoid alcohol until the cause and degree of liver injury are clear. If you drink

heavily or may be physically dependent on alcohol, seek medical advice before stopping

suddenly because withdrawal can be dangerous.
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