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Idiopathic small-bowel intussusception in an adult

Pietro Renzulli MD, Daniel Candinas MD

previously healthy 30-year-old woman presented

with intense left-sided abdominal pain. Results of

routine blood tests were normal. A computed
tomography image was highly suggestive of small-bowel
intussusception (Appendix 1, available at www.cmaj.ca
/cgi/content/full/cmaj.090457/DC1).! A diagnosis of jejuno-
jejunal intussusception was confirmed by laparoscopy (Fig-
ure 1). Neither ischemia nor substantial inflammation were
evident. A reduction of the intussusception was attempted
laparoscopically but was not successful. A small infraumbil-
ical laparotomy (4 cm) was then performed and allowed an
easy manual reduction. A meticulous inspection by palpa-
tion and translumination of the patient’s entire small bowel
showed no underlying pathology (i.e., lead point) that may
have triggered the intussusception. A bowel resection was
therefore not performed. The postoperative course was
uneventful and the patient remained free of symptoms dur-
ing a three-year follow-up period.

Intussusceptions are the most common cause of intestinal
obstruction in children between three months and six years of
age. Most instances (more than 90%) are idiopathic. Standard
treatment is either nonsurgical pneumatic or hydrostatic
reduction.

In adults, intussusception is exceedingly rare, representing
less than 5% of all intestinal obstructions. In contrast to the
pediatric population, about 90% of intussusceptions in adults
are associated with a pathologic lesion, or lead point, in the
bowel wall. Recent studies show that 30% of small-bowel
intussusceptions are caused by malignancy. The remainder of
instances are caused by benign lesions (60%) or are idiopathic
(10%). Most colonic intussusceptions, however, are caused
by malignancy (60%).>*

The standard treatment of intussusception in adults is sur-
gical, without prior nonoperative attempts at reduction.’
Because of the high incidence of malignancy, especially in
colonic intussusceptions, a segmental bowel resection without
prior intraoperative reduction is generally undertaken.”* How-
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Figure 1: Laparoscopic image of the small bowel of a 30-year-
old woman, showing a jejunojejunal intussusception.

ever, an alternative approach may be useful for patients with
“pediatric-type” idiopathic small-bowel intussusception.** In
these patients, a surgical, preferably laparoscopic, exploration
may be helpful. In the absence of inflammation or ischemia, a
cautious attempt at surgical reduction may be justified.** The
finding of a healthy small bowel with no underlying pathol-
ogy will prevent the need for a bowel resection.
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