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Bowel obstruction also known as intestinal obstruction is a medical
condition characterized by a partial or complete blockage of the
intestines, preventing the normal passage of food, fluids, and gas. It can
occur in any part of the digestive tract, including the small intestine or
large intestine. Bowel obstructions require prompt medical attention,
as they can lead to serious complications if left untreated. This article
aims to provide an overview of bowel obstruction, including its causes,
symptoms and available treatment options [1].

Causes of bowel obstruction

Adhesions: Adhesions are bands of scar tissue that can form after
abdominal surgery or inflammation, such as from Crohn’s disease or
endometriosis. These bands can cause the intestines to stick together,
leading to obstruction.

Hernias: A hernia occurs when an organ or tissue protrudes
through a weak spot in the abdominal muscles. If a part of the intestine
becomes trapped in the hernia, it can cause a blockage.

Tumors: Both benign and malignant tumors can obstruct the
bowel by physically blocking the passage of stool or compressing the
intestines from the outside.

Intussusception: This occurs when a section of the intestine folds
in on itself, much like a telescope, leading to obstruction. It is more
common in infants and children.

Volvulus: Volvulus is a condition in which the intestine twists on
itself, causing a blockage. It is often seen in the large intestine and is
more prevalent among older adults.

Symptoms of bowel obstruction

Abdominal pain and cramping: This pain is typically severe and
may be accompanied by bloating and distension.

Constipation or inability to pass gas: The blockage prevents the
normal passage of stool and gas, leading to constipation and abdominal
discomfort [2].

Nausea and vomiting: As the obstruction worsens, the body may
attempt to expel the contents of the stomach, resulting in nausea and
vomiting.

Swelling and tenderness: The abdomen may become swollen and

tender to the touch.

Inability to tolerate food: Due to the obstruction, patients may
experience a loss of appetite and an aversion to eating.

Treatment options

The treatment for bowel obstruction depends on the severity of
the condition and its underlying cause. In some cases, non-surgical
interventions may be effective, while others may require surgical
intervention [3]. Treatment options include:

Non-surgical interventions: These include nasogastric
decompression, where a tube is inserted through the nose into the

stomach to remove fluid and relieve pressure. Medications may also be
administered to reduce pain and inflammation (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: X- ray showing bowel obstruction.

Surgery: In cases of complete obstruction or when non-surgical
interventions fail, surgical intervention is necessary. The type of surgery
performed will depend on the cause of the obstruction and may involve
removing the blockage, repairing hernias, or resecting a portion of the
intestine.

Supportive care: Patients with bowel obstruction often require
intravenous fluids to prevent dehydration and electrolyte imbalances.
Pain management and close monitoring of vital signs are also essential.

Conclusion

Bowel obstruction is a serious medical condition that requires
timely diagnosis and treatment. Understanding the causes, symptoms,
and treatment options can help individuals recognize the signs and seek
appropriate medical care. If you experience persistent abdominal pain,
bloating, or changes in bowel movements, it is important to consult a
healthcare professional.
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