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Acute Abdomen 

Acute cholecystitis 
Duodenal ulcer 
Hepatitis 

Myocardial infarct 
Peptic ulcer 
Acute cholecystitis 

oesophagus Ruptured spleen 
Gastric ulcer 
Aortic aneurysm 
Perforated colon 
Pyelonephritis 
(l) Pneumonia 

Congestive hepatomegaly 
Pyelonephritis 
Appendicitis 
(R) Pneumonia 

Appendicitis 
Salpingitis 
Tubo-ovarian abscess 
Ruptured ectopic pregnancy 
Renal/Ureteric stone 
Incarcerated hernia 
Mesenteric adenitis 
Meckers diverticulitis 
Crohn's disease 
Perforated caecum 
Psoas abscess 

Assessment 

Initial impression/observation 

Intestinal obstruction 
---'t- Acute pancreatitis 

Early appendicitis 
Mesenteric thrombosis 
Aortic aneurysm 
Diverticulitis 

Sigmoid diverticulitis 
Salpingitis 
Tuba-ovarian abscess 
Ruptured ectopic pregnancy 
Incarcerated hernia 
Perforated colon 
Crohn's disease 
Ulceralive colitis . 
Renal/Ureteral stone 

• Does the patient look ill, septic or shocked? 
• Are they lying still (think peritonitis), or rolling around in agony (think intestinal, 

biliary or renal colic)? 
• Assess and manage Airway, Breathing and Circulation as a priority. 
• In an emergency department setting: if there are signs that the patient is shocked 

or acutely unwell, assess quickly but carefully and arrange any early 
investigations. 

=r-\ 



• In a community setting: make arrangements for rapid transfer to hospital for 
further assessment. 

History 

This should cover the following points: 

• Demographic details, occupation, recent travel, history of recent abdominal 
trauma. 

• Pain: (SOCRATES) 
• Associated symptoms: 

o Vomiting and the nature of vomitus ( uodigested food or bile suggests 
upper GI pathology or obstruction; faeculent vomiting suggests lower GI 
obstruction). 

o Haematemesis or melaena. 
o Stool/urine colour. 
o New lumps in the abdominal region/groins. 
o Eating and drinking - including when the patient's last meal occurred. 
o Bowels - including presence of diarrhoea, constipation and ability to pass 

flatus. 
o Fainting, dizziness or palpitations. 
o Fever/rigors. 
o Rash or itching. 
o Urinary symptoms. 
o Recent weight loss. 

• Past medical and surgical history/medication. 
• Gynaecological and obstetric history: 

o Contraception (including intrauterine contraceptive device (IUCD) use). 
o Last menstrual period. 
o History of sexually transmitted infections/pelvic inflammatory disease. 
o Previous gynaecological or tubal surgery. 
o Previous ectopic pregnancy. 
o Vaginal bleeding. 
o Drug history and allergies - including any complementary medication. 

ExaminationW 

• Pulse, temperature and blood pressure. 
• Assess respiratory rate and pattern. Patients with peritonitis may take shallow, 

rapid breaths to reduce pain. 
• If there is altered consciousness, check Glasgow Coma Scale (GCS) or A VPU (A 

lert, V oice response, P ain response, U nconscious) scale. 
• Inspection: 

o Look for evidence of anaemia/jauodice. 
o Look for visible peristalsis or abdominal distension. 



o Look for signs of bruising around the umbilicus (Cullen's sign- this can be 
present in haemorrbagic pancreatitis and ectopic pregnancy) or flanks 
(Grey Turner's sign- this can be present in retroperitoneal haematoma). 

o Assess whether the patient is dehydrated (skin turgor/dry mucous 
membranes). 

• Auscultation: 
o Auscultate the abdomen in all four quadrants. 
o Absent bowel sounds suggest paralytic ileus, generalised peritonitis or 

intestinal obstruction. High-pitched and tinkling bowel sounds suggest 
subacute intestinal obstruction. 

o Intestinal obstruction can also present with normal bowel sounds. 
o If there is reason to suspect aortic aneurysm, listen carefully for abdominal 

and iliac bruits. 
• Percussion: 

o Percuss the abdomen to assess whether swelling/distension might be due 
to bowel gas or ascites. 

o Patients who display tenderness to percussion are likely to have 
generalised peritonitis and this should act as a red flag for serious 
pathology. 

o Assess for shifting dullness and fluid thrill. 
o Percussion can also be used to determine the size of an abdominal 

mass/extent of organomegaly. 
• Palpation: 

o Palpate the abdomen gently, then more deeply, starting away from the 
pain and moving towards it. 

o Feel for masses, tenderness, involuntary goarding and organomegaly 
(including the bladder). 

o Test for rebound tenderness. 
o Examine the groins for evidence of herniae. 
o AI ways examine the scrotom in men as pain may be referred from 

unrecognised testicular pathology. 
o Check supraclavicular and groin lymph nodes. 

• Further examination: 
o Perform rectal or pelvic examination as needed, with an appropriate 

chaperone in attendance. 
o Check lower limb pulses if there could be an abdominal aortic aneurysm. 
o Dipstick urine and send for cultnre if appropriate. 
o In a woman of childbearing age, assume that she is pregnant until proven 

otherwise - perform a pregnancy test. 
o Examine any other system that might be relevant, eg respiratory, 

cardiovascular. 



Prehospitallemergency department care of suspected 
acute abdomen 

• Keep patient nil by mouth 
• Apply oxygen as appropriate. 
• Intravenous (IV) fluids: set up immediately if the patient is shocked and the 

equipment is available. Send blood for group and savelcrossmatch and other 
blood tests as appropriate. 

• Consider passing a nasogastric (NG) tube if there is severe vomiting, signs of 
intestinal obstroction or the patient is extremely unwell and there is danger of 
aspiration. 

• Analgesia: the previous practice was tu withhold analgesia until surgical review, 
but a surgical abdomen is very painful and is likely only to be adequately relieved 
by parenteral opiates, eg morphine. One recent review showed that opiate 
administration may alter physical examination findings, but these changes result 
in no significant increase in management errors. f§l Another study showed that 
morphine safely provides analgesia without impairing diagnostic accuracy. Ill A 
Cochrane review also supported the use of analgesia before assessment by a 
surgeon.00 

• Antiemetic: avoid using this as a symptomatic treatment without considering a 
diagnosis in a community setting. 

• Antibiotics: if systemic sepsis, or peritonitis, or severe urinary tract infection 
(UTI) is suspected. IV cephalosporin plus metronidazole are commonly used in 
acutely unwell patients in whom peritonitis is suspected. 

• Arrange urgent surgical/gynaecological review as appropriate. 
• Arrange investigations such as ECG if a medical cause is likely. 
• Admit: if surgery is considered likely, if the patient is unable to tolerate oral 

fluids, for pain control, if a medical cause is possible or if IV antibiotics are 
required. 

Investigation 
• This is mainly relevant to patients being assessed in emergency departments or 

secondary care. 
• With the exception of a urinary pregnancy test and urine dipstick, there are few 

tests that are useful in the community assessment of the patient with acute 
abdominal pain. 

• On the whole, if you are concerned enough to be ordering blood tests or imaging, 
the patient should be referred to secondary care. 

• The following tests are often used but can be nonspecific and must be interpreted 
in the clinical context and with appropriate medical/surgical expertise: 

o Blood tests: FBC, U&Es, LFfs, amylase, glucose, clotting, and 
occasionally Ca2+, arterial blood gas (ABG) (pancreatitis), calcium. 

o •Group and save• or crossmatch. 
o Blood cultures. 



o Pregnancy test in women of childbearing age. 
o Urinalysis 
o Radiology- abdominal X-my (AXR) (supine), chest X-my (CXR) (erect 

looking for gas under the diaphragm), intmvenous pyelogram (IVP), CT 
scan, ultmsound scan, as appropriate. 

o Consider ECG and cardiac enzymes. 
o Peritoneal lavage if there is a history of abdominal tmuma. 
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DIVERTICULAR DISEASES: 

Introduction: 
• Colonic Diverticula are false diverticula in which mucosa and submucosa 

protrude through the muscularis propria (not all the layers!) 
• Diverticulosis is just the presence of outpouchings without inflammation, 

Diverticulitis is if they become inflamed. 
• Outpouchings occur along the mesenteric aspect of 

the antimesenteric tenia where arterioles penetrate 
the muscularis 

• The sigmoid colon is MC affected (due to decreased 
luminal diameter and increased luminal pressure) 

Risk Factors: 
• Low-fiber diet 
• Elderly (incidence increases with age- 75% 

prevalence by age 80) 
• Chronic constipation 
• Family history 

DIVERTICULOSIS: 
• MC cause oflower GI bleeding 
• Sx: Asymptomatic (80% of cases!), Bleeding, Diverticulitis and Complications 
• Bleeding, and may be massive because the media of the perforating artery 

adjacent to the colonic diverticulum may become attenuated and eventually 
erode 

• Bleeding is bright red and NOT associated with previous melena or chornic 
blood loss 

• Bleeding most often from Left colon 

Management of Diverticulosis: 
• If Asx- a high-fiber diet is recommended 
• If bleeding, although it may be massive, it is usually self-limited (80% 

spontaneously stop). Resuscitation with fluids. 
• Preform colonoscopy 6 weeks after inflammation (but not during attack, due 

to risk of perforation) to rule out colon cancer as a cause of bleeding. 

When is surgery indicated in diverticulosis? 
• Elective Resection of the affected colonic segment 

o Pts with reccurent bleeding 
o Need for long term anticoagulation 
o Excessive blood loss cannot be tolerated 

• Urgent Resection of the affected colonic segment 
o Active ongoing bleeding (>6 Units Packed RBCs/24 hours) 

Diverticular Diseases 11 
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DIVERTICULITIS: Infection or Perforation of a diverticulum 

Pathophysiology: Obstruction of diverticulum by a fecalith leading to 
inflammation and microperforations,leading to fecal extravasation and 
subsequent peri diverticular and pericolic inflammation. 

Epidemiology: Occurs in 10-25% of patients with diverticula (90% left-
sided, 10% right-sided) 

Presentation: 
• LLQ pain, may radiate to suprapubic area, left groin or back, 

cramping or steady pain 
• Fever, Altered bowel habits (diarrhea), Urinary urgency or 

dysuria, Nausea, vomiting 
• P /E: varies with the severity of the disease, but the MC is LLQ 

tenderness. A mass may suggest abscess or phlegmon 

Classification: 
1. Uncomplicated Diverticulitis: 

• Only inflammation (LLQ pain), usually resolve without surgery 

2. Complicated Diverticulitis 
• Diverticulitis with abscess, obstruction, diffuse peritonitis, fistulas. 
• Hinchey classification used to assess severity (mentioned below) 

Diagnosis: 
• CT scan: may find segmental colonic thickening. swollen edematous 

wall, focal extraluminal gas, helpful to dx abscess formation. 
• CBC: high WBC 
• NOT indicated: sigmoidoscopy (due to risk of perforation), contrast 

enema (risk of barium/fecal peritonitis) 

DIVERTICULmS MANAGEMENT depends on whether it is an uocomplicated or 
complicated attack, and whether it is a first attack or not. 

First uncomplicated attack of diverticultis should be treated conservatively, while 
complicated attacks (complications include: abscess, fistula, peritionitis, perforation, 
obstruction) need operative management according to each complication. 

2 



Conservative Management: 
I. Bowel rest 
2. Clear liquids for 2-3 days then advance diet as tolerated 
3. IV fluids 
4. Antibiotics 

a. IV antibiotics that cover G -vel Anaerobes for 3-5 days then switch to oral 
to complete 10-14 day course 

b. Either Monotherapy: Ticarcillin-Clauvalanate OR Piperacillin-
Tazobactarn OR Ampicillin-sulfabactarn 

c. Or Rocephin (Ceftriaxone) + Flagyl (Metronidazole) 
5. May Include Percutaneous drainage of abscess 

• After successful conservative Rx of 1" episode, 1/3 have a znd attack, and 1/3 of 
those who have a znd attack have a 1/3 attack. 

Surgery Indications: 
I. After first or any COMPLICATED diverticulitis attack 
2. After 2 or more episodes of uncomplicated 

*Mgmt is always individualized according to patient, these are general guidleines 

To assess Severity, Degree of Peritoneal contamination (which determines pre-op 
antibiotics and appropriate intervention), the Hinchey Classification (and in 1999, 
Modified Hinchey Classification) was developed: 

HINCHEY CLASSIFICATION: 
1. Stage 1 : pericolic or mesenteric abscess: 
2. Stage 2a: distant abscess: 

Stage 2b: complex abscess and fistula: 
3. Generalized purulent peritonitis 
4. Generalized fecal peritionitis 

Stages 1 and 2 can be treated conservatively during attack, with percutaneous drainage 
of abscess. After the attack has resolved, an elective laparoscopic resection of diseased 
segment with primary # and stoma They can receive bowel prep pre-op. 

Stage 3 and 4 need EMERGENT operative treatment usually done in 2 stages. First, 
Hartmarm procedure(= resection of the diseased colon, an diverting end-colostomy, and 
creation of a rectal stump). lbis is followed by colostomy closure three months later 

IN SUMMARY, 
• Mild Diverticulitis treated as an outpatient, with a clear liquid diet and broad-

spectrum oral antibiotics for 1 0 days 
• Severe diverticnltis: complete bowel rest, IV fluids, narcotic analgesics, broad-

specreum IV antibitoics. 
• After episode: a high-fiber low residue diet should be resumed. Fiber 

supplements and stool softeners should be given to avoid constipation. 

Diverticular £?1seases 13 



POSSIBLE COMPLICATIONS of DIVERTICULITIS: 

DIVERTICULAR ABSCF5S: 
• Usually identified on CT Scan 
• A percutaneous drain should be placed under radiologic guidance- which 

avoids immediate operative drainage, and allows time for the inflammatory 
phlegmon to be treated. 

• Treat with IV antibiotics 
• Thus, a one-stage procedure can be done© (instead of 2 or 3 stage!) 

GENERAliZED PERITONfllS: 
• RARE, results if diverticular perforation leads to widespread fecal 

contamination. 
• In most cases, resection of the diseased segment is possible, and a 

Hartmann Procedure is done. The colostomy later closed (2-stage 
procedure) 

• Another option for a patient without significant fecal contamination: 
sigmoidectomy+ colonic lavage +colorectal anastomosis +/-loop ileostomy 

HSTUUZA TION: 
• Fistulas between colon and other organs may occur secondary to diverticultis 

• COIOVESICAL fistulas are the MC, and diverticulitis is the MCC of colovesical 
listuals! 

• Colovaginal and colovesical fistulas usually occur in women who have previously 
undergone hystectomy 

• Colocutaneous and coloenteric fistulas are uncommon 

• Colonoscopy should be done after 6 weeks to rule out other causes of fistulas. 

4 
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