
sofidex sofidex.com

CONDITION

Fish tapeworm infection

Fish tapeworm infection is an intestinal parasite infection caught by eating raw or

undercooked fish containing tapeworm larvae.

WHAT IT IS

Intestinal tapeworm infection acquired from contaminated fish

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive system, sometimes blood and nerves

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Abdominal discomfort, diarrhea, nausea, fatigue

WHAT CAUSES IT

Infection from raw or undercooked fish

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Stool microscopy for tapeworm eggs or segments

MAIN TREATMENT

Oral antiparasitic medicine and vitamin B12 replacement if needed

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes, antiparasitic treatment usually clears it

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes, severe pain and vomiting may signal bowel blockage

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Usually full recovery after treatment

Overview

Fish tapeworm infection is caused by a long, flat parasite that lives in the small intestine. The

medical names include diphyllobothriid tapeworm infection, diphyllobothriasis, and

dibothriocephalosis.

People become infected by eating raw or undercooked fish containing tapeworm larvae.

Freshwater fish are the main source. Some fish, such as salmon, may carry related tapeworms

after spending part of their lives in freshwater.

Many people have no symptoms. When symptoms occur, they are often mild digestive

problems. However, some fish tapeworms can interfere with the body's use of vitamin B12.

Over time, this can cause anemia, which means too few healthy red blood cells, and sometimes

nerve problems.
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The infection can usually be cured with antiparasitic medicine. It is not spread directly through

everyday contact with someone who has it.

Symptoms

Symptoms may not appear for weeks after the infected fish is eaten. Some infections remain

unnoticed for years.

Possible symptoms include:

Tapeworm segments may look like pale, flat pieces in the stool. Seeing something unusual in a

bowel movement does not confirm the cause, because food material and mucus can look

similar.

A fish tapeworm may absorb vitamin B12 from the intestine. If vitamin B12 levels become low,

symptoms can include pale skin, breathlessness with activity, a sore tongue, headaches, or

marked tiredness.

Long-lasting vitamin B12 deficiency may affect the nerves. This can cause tingling or

numbness in the hands and feet, difficulty with balance, muscle weakness, memory problems,

or changes in mood. These symptoms need medical assessment because other conditions can

cause them too.

- Abdominal discomfort, cramping, or bloating

- Diarrhea or constipation

- Nausea

- Reduced appetite or increased hunger

- Unplanned weight loss

- Tiredness or weakness

- Visible worm segments in a bowel movement

Causes and risk factors

Fish tapeworms have a life cycle involving freshwater, tiny water-dwelling animals, fish, and

fish-eating mammals or people.

Tapeworm eggs pass into water in the stool of an infected host. After several stages of

development, larvae enter fish tissue. A person can become infected by eating the fish before

the larvae have been killed by adequate cooking or properly controlled freezing.
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Risk is higher with:

Sushi is not automatically unsafe, and not every raw fish carries fish tapeworm larvae. Risk

depends on the fish species, where it came from, and how it was handled. Commercial

suppliers may use controlled freezing to kill parasites in fish intended to be eaten raw.

The infection does not pass directly from one person to another through touching, kissing,

sharing food, or using the same bathroom. Tapeworm eggs must develop through their aquatic

life cycle before they can infect a person.

- Raw or undercooked freshwater fish

- Raw salmon or other fish that spend part of their lives in freshwater

- Fish that is lightly salted, pickled, or smoked without a parasite-killing process

- Fish prepared at home without reliable cooking or freezing controls

- Travel or residence in areas where raw freshwater fish is traditionally eaten

Diagnosis

Fish tapeworm infection is confirmed by finding characteristic eggs or tapeworm segments in

a stool sample. A laboratory examines the sample under a microscope.

More than one sample may be requested because eggs or segments may not appear in every

bowel movement. If you have seen a possible segment, a healthcare professional can explain

whether to collect it and how to transport it safely.

Standard microscopy can confirm a fish tapeworm but may not identify the exact species.

Specialist laboratories can sometimes use the shape of intact segments or molecular testing

to determine the species. This is not always needed for treatment.

Blood tests may be used to look for complications. These can include:

Imaging scans are not usually needed. They may be considered if severe pain, vomiting, or

other findings raise concern about an uncommon complication such as bowel blockage.

- A complete blood count to check for anemia

- Vitamin B12 and folate levels

- Other tests when symptoms suggest a different cause

Treatment and management
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Fish tapeworm infection is treated with an oral antiparasitic medicine. Praziquantel is

commonly used. Niclosamide is another option in some countries, although availability differs.

Treatment is often brief, but the choice of medicine must account for factors such as age,

pregnancy, breastfeeding, other medicines, and local availability. A healthcare professional can

select an appropriate treatment rather than relying on non-prescription parasite remedies.

The worm is usually broken down or passed after treatment. You may not see a complete

worm in the toilet, and not seeing one does not mean treatment failed.

A follow-up stool test may be arranged, often about a month after treatment, to confirm that

eggs are no longer present. Follow-up is especially useful if symptoms continue or there is

concern about ongoing exposure.

If testing shows vitamin B12 deficiency, treatment may also include vitamin B12 replacement.

Blood counts and vitamin levels can then be monitored. More severe anemia or nerve

symptoms may require closer follow-up.

Household members do not automatically need treatment because the infection is not directly

contagious. However, anyone who ate the same fish may have shared the exposure and can

seek advice if they develop symptoms.

Complications

Most treated infections do not cause lasting problems. Complications are uncommon but are

more likely when an infection has been present for a long time.

Vitamin B12 deficiency can cause megaloblastic anemia. This means the body produces

unusually large red blood cells that do not work normally. Symptoms can include tiredness,

weakness, pale skin, shortness of breath, or a rapid heartbeat.

Prolonged vitamin B12 deficiency can also damage nerves. Tingling, numbness, balance

problems, or changes in thinking may improve after vitamin replacement, but recovery can be

slow. Some nerve effects may persist if the deficiency was severe or long-lasting.

Rarely, a large tapeworm or a mass of worm material can contribute to bowel blockage.

Tapeworm material may also affect the bile ducts or other nearby structures, although this is

unusual.

Unplanned weight loss and poor nutrition can occur when digestive symptoms reduce food

intake. Fish tapeworm infection does not usually invade body tissues in the way some other

tapeworm infections can.
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Prevention

Fish tapeworm infection can often be prevented by killing larvae before fish is eaten.

Cook freshwater fish and fish that have lived in freshwater thoroughly. The flesh should be

cooked throughout rather than only seared on the surface.

Controlled commercial freezing can kill tapeworm larvae in fish intended to be eaten raw. An

ordinary home freezer may not reliably maintain the required temperature for the required

time. Salting, pickling, cold-smoking, or soaking fish in citrus juice should not be assumed to kill

parasites.

Other practical steps include:

Previous infection does not create reliable immunity. You can become infected again after

another exposure.

- Buy raw fish dishes from suppliers that follow parasite-control rules

- Ask how fish intended for raw use was sourced and processed

- Keep raw fish separate from ready-to-eat food

- Wash hands, knives, boards, and work surfaces after handling raw fish

- Avoid tasting raw freshwater fish while preparing it

Living with it and what to expect

Without treatment, a fish tapeworm can remain in the intestine for years. Symptoms may stay

mild, come and go, or never appear. The absence of symptoms does not show whether the

worm is still present.

After effective treatment, digestive symptoms often settle. The infection itself does not

usually require long-term medicine or major changes to daily life. A follow-up stool test can

help confirm that treatment worked.

Anemia usually improves after the tapeworm has been removed and vitamin B12 has been

replaced when needed. Blood counts may take weeks or months to return to normal.

Numbness, tingling, or balance problems may recover more slowly and should be monitored.

Most people can return to their usual diet. The main long-term change is avoiding raw or

insufficiently cooked fish unless it has undergone a reliable parasite-killing process.

A previous infection does not mean that all fish must be avoided. Properly cooked fish remains

a nutritious food, and commercially prepared raw fish may be safer when regulated freezing
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and handling standards are followed.

When to get medical help

Arrange a routine medical appointment if you:

These symptoms have many possible causes. Stool and blood tests are needed to determine

whether a fish tapeworm is responsible.

Seek urgent medical assessment for repeated vomiting, worsening abdominal swelling,

significant weakness, new numbness, or difficulty walking.

Seek emergency care for severe abdominal pain with vomiting and an inability to pass stool or

gas. These symptoms can indicate a bowel blockage. Fainting, chest pain, severe breathing

difficulty, or sudden confusion also require emergency care, whatever the suspected cause.

- Notice repeated pale, flat segments in your bowel movements

- Have ongoing abdominal discomfort, diarrhea, or unexplained weight loss

- Develop unusual tiredness, pale skin, or breathlessness

- Have tingling, numbness, or problems with balance

- Ate raw freshwater fish and later developed persistent digestive symptoms

Common questions

Can a fish tapeworm go away on its own?

It may remain in the intestine for years if it is not treated. Antiparasitic medicine is the reliable

way to clear the infection.

How do I know whether I have a fish tapeworm?

Symptoms and a history of eating raw fish are not enough to confirm it. Diagnosis requires a

stool test showing tapeworm eggs or segments.

Can I catch it from someone else?

Not through ordinary contact. Eggs passed in stool must develop through water and aquatic

animals before becoming infectious to people. Good handwashing still helps prevent many

other intestinal infections.

Can you get a fish tapeworm from sushi or raw salmon?

It is possible if the fish contains live larvae and was not adequately frozen or cooked. The risk
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depends on the fish, its source, and how it was processed. Raw freshwater fish and fish that

spend part of their lives in freshwater are particularly relevant.

Will I see the tapeworm after treatment?

You may see fragments, but many people do not. The worm may break down in the intestine. A

follow-up stool test is more reliable than checking the toilet.

Can the infection come back after treatment?

Effective treatment usually clears the existing infection, but it does not prevent a new one.

Eating another fish containing live larvae can cause reinfection.
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