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The Companion Animal Parasite Council recommends that fecal analysis be performed 2-4 
times during the first year of a pet’s life and 1-2 times per year in adult pets, depending on the 
patient’s health and lifestyle.  Since many intestinal parasites are zoonotic, using the most 
sensitive and accurate fecal examination procedure is of paramount importance.  Several 
scientific studies have documented that centrifugal flotation techniques provide the most 
accurate results.1-4  Thus, although fecal analysis may be unpleasant to those performing the 
analysis, it is an important and necessary part of everyday veterinary practice.  This article is 
intended to outline ways to increase the diagnostic yield of fecal analysis and to compare and 
contrast some of the more common tests used to evaluate feces microscopically. 
 

A. Collection of Fecal Samples 
• Fresh fecal samples should be collected immediately following defecation into a 

labeled clean container or bag 
• A minimum of 1 g of feces is required for flotation purposes (this is approximately 

equal to 1 cm3
 of feces or 1 teaspoon full) 

• Soft feces contains more water and less solid, thus a minimum of 2 g of soft feces 
and  4 g of watery or slurry-like feces are recommended minimums 

• The amount of feces collected from a fecal loop should not be relied upon for routine 
fecal flotation 

 
B. Storage and Shipment of Fecal Samples 

• Fecal analysis should be performed as soon as possible following collection of the 
sample 

• Evaluation of a sample for protozoa such as Giardia sp. should be performed within 
30 minutes 

• Samples should be stored in the refrigerator if the sample will not be processed 
within 1-2 hours after collection 

• Samples should be packed with ice packs if shipped to a reference laboratory 
• Samples should not be exposed to extremes in temperature or sunlight 

 
C. Maintaining test components 

• The specific gravity of flotation solutions prepared in-house should evaluated weekly 
• The majority of commercially available (e.g. Fecasol™) and prepared flotation 

solutions (e.g. Sheather’s sugar solution, 33% zinc sulfate) will float common 
helminth protozoa and eggs but do not float most fluke and unusual tapeworm and 
nematode eggs 

• 33% zinc sulfate solution is the preferred solution for detecting Giardia cysts as other 
solutions will distort the cysts 

• If tubes are re-used, proper disinfection between uses is a must 
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D. Performing the microscopic exam 
• Scan the entire area under the coverslip methodically and thoroughly using a zig-zag 

approach  
• Most helminth eggs can be detected with the 4x objective but protozoans may be 

missed; therefore scanning at 10x is recommended. 
E. Choosing the right test 

Fecal flotation is the most commonly used and most appropriate test for routine fecal 
examination.  Common helminth eggs and protozoan cysts are less dense than the fecal 
analysis solution and will float to the top of the solution where they can be collected for 
microscopic examination.  This can be done by mixing the feces with the test solution 
and centrifuging it or allowing it to sit on the laboratory bench.  Centrifugation makes 
the flotation occur more rapidly and efficiently thus increasing the diagnostic 
sensitivity of the test and is recommended whenever possible.  If bench top 
analysis is performed, be sure to let the sample sit, undisturbed for an adequate amount 
of time (~15 minutes) prior to microscopic examination.  Fecal sedimentation may be 
required to isolate less common fluke eggs and some heavier tapeworm and nematode 
eggs.  The table below lists the uses, pros, and cons of the most commonly performed 
coprologic tests. 
 
Table 1:  Comparison of commonly performed fecal analysis tests 

  
Test Use Pros Cons 

Direct wet-mount 
exam/fixed fecal 
smear 

Identify motile 
protozoan parasites 
and nematode larvae; 
coccidia; trematode 
eggs; or other 
structures that float 
poorly/are distorted by 
hypertonic float 
solutions 
 
May identify bacterial, 
fungal, yeast 
overgrowth 
 
Inflammation/neoclassic 
may be observed 
 
Can use special stains 
for identification 
protozoan parasites 
 

Small amount of 
feces required 
 
 

Low sensitivity due 
to small amount of 
feces used 
 
Does not 
concentrate 
parasites 
 
Special stains not 
readily available in 
most practices and 
are less sensitive 
than commercially 
available antigen 
detection kits 

Bench top flotation Identify common 
helminth and protozoan 
parasites 

Concentrates 
parasites  
 
Convenient kits 
available 
 
Smaller sample size 
 
Does not require 
centrifuge 

Less sensitive than 
centrifugation 
 
Zinc sulfate or 
Sheather’s sugar 
solutions not 
recommended 
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Test Use Pros Cons 
Centrifugal flotation Identify common 

helminth and protozoan 
parasites 

Concentrates 
parasites 
 
More sensitive than 
bench top flotation 
 
Significantly 
increases the 
likelihood of 
recovery of low 
numbers of eggs or 
cyst (e.g. Trichuris 
vulpis and Giardia 
sp.) 
 

Requires centrifuge
 
More labor 
intensive 
 
Larger sample size 
required for ideal 
results 
 

Fecal sedimentation Isolate eggs of flukes 
and heavy tapeworm 
and nematode eggs 

Can be prepared 
from  the sediment 
of the flotation 
sample 

Centrifuge required 
for faster 
centrifugal 
sedimentation test  
 
Limited 
concentrating 
ability 
 

Baermann test Isolate larvae from fecal 
samples 
 
Used most often to 
identify lungworm 
infections 

Some of these 
parasites will also 
concentrate in 
standard flotation 
preparations; 
making this 
procedure 
unnecessary. 

Fresh sample is a 
must to prevent 
contamination with 
hatched strongyles 
or free-living 
nematodes 
 
Larger sample size 
required (10 g) 
 
Labor and time 
intensive 

In conclusion, consistent and accurate recovery and identification of internal parasites is 
dependent on many different factors including: proper specimen collection and handling, 
maintenance of testing solutions and equipment, test selection, properly following test 
procedures, and probably most importantly, adequate training of those performing the test.   
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