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Abstract

Small bowel cancer is a rare cause of small bowel obstruction (SBO) that is often discovered too late, leading
to a poor prognosis at diagnosis. This case describes an African American patient with a previous history of
abdominal surgery who presented to the emergency department with a partial small bowel obstruction
(PSBO) that failed to resolve with conservative measures, therefore requiring surgical intervention. An
exploratory laparoscopy revealed a firm apple core mass obstructing the lumen of the proximal jejunum 20
cm from the ligament of Treitz. The involved portion of the small bowel was resected with wide margins and
sent to pathology. The small bowel was reconstructed by a functional end-to-end anastomosis, and the
patient was admitted for observation until the return of bowel function. The pathology report, returned four
weeks after the patient's discharge, reported metastatic adenocarcinoma originating from the small
intestine. The patient was referred to oncology for further management of his metastatic cancer. Small
bowel cancer, although rare, should always be part of the differential diagnosis in the case of small bowel
obstruction. If cancer is suspected during exploratory surgery, the entire peritoneal cavity should be
explored, and oncologic bowel resection should be performed with adequate margins. Final staging then
occurs in the postoperative period.
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Introduction

Small bowel obstruction is a common condition often requiring surgical correction [1]. Up to 80% of
obstructions occur in the small intestine, with adhesions from prior surgeries being the most common cause,
followed by tumors and complicated hernias [2,3]. Of the small bowel tumors, obstruction is reported to
occur in 15-29% of cases [4]. Overall, cancer of the small bowel is uncommon, occurring approximately 15
times less frequently than colon cancer in men and women annually [5]. There are several hypotheses as to
why this variance exists, a few being higher rate of flow, dilution of intestinal contents, decreased bacterial
concentration, and greater presence of lymphoid tissue in the small intestine [6]. Unfortunately, diagnosis of
small bowel cancer is difficult due to low incidence, variability in symptomology, and lack of screening tests.
This leads to delay in diagnosis, thus often higher grade of neoplasm and poorer prognosis [7]. This

case describes a patient with metastatic adenocarcinoma of the proximal jejunum causing partial small
bowel obstruction (PSBO).

Case Presentation

A 60-year-old African American male presented to the emergency department with a chief complaint of
progressive abdominal pain for one month in addition to two weeks of constipation, nausea, vomiting, and
inability to keep food down. The pain was described as diffuse cramping pain in the upper abdomen. He had
never experienced these symptoms before. His last bowel movement was ten days prior and noted to be
melanotic. The patient denied symptoms of fever, chills, difficulty breathing, chest pain, unintentional
weight change, recent travel, or consuming any new or unusual foods. Medical history was significant for
obesity and clear cell carcinoma of right kidney status post resection, without recurrence. Surgical history
was significant for laparoscopic partial resection of the right kidney two years earlier for clear cell
carcinoma, grade two, with negative margins. There was no family history of gastrointestinal

(GI) malignancy.

On physical exam, vital signs were within normal limits, and the patient was alert, oriented, and answered
questions appropriately. The patient's abdomen was distended with tenderness to palpation in the upper
quadrants bilaterally. No signs of peritonitis or masses were appreciated. A few small well-healed scars were
noted on the right abdomen from his previous nephrectomy. The remainder of his physical examination was
unremarkable.

Significant findings on further workup included normocytic anemia, with no other abnormalities. Computed
tomography (CT) of the abdomen and pelvis without contrast revealed distended loops of small bowel from
the level of duodenal C-loop down to left pelvic inlet with more distal small bowel beyond this level showing
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normal caliber (see Figure ). These findings were consistent with a moderate degree of PSBO.

FIGURE 1: CT of the abdomen without contrast: (A) transverse plane
and (B) coronal plane

There are moderate recent distended loops of the small bowel from the level of the duodenal C-loop down to the
left pelvic inlet. This finding has developed since a previous study and presumably represents a partial small
bowel obstruction (arrows). The exact etiology and location of the obstruction are not entirely certain but might be
related to adhesion. The more distal small bowel beyond this level is normal in caliber.

The patient was admitted to general surgery, and despite improvement of abdominal pain with nasogastric
tube (NGT) decompression, he never had a bowel movement. Two days later, a repeat CT abdomen with
barium sulfate contrast revealed persistence of obstruction in the proximal to mid jejunum (see Figure 2). An
exploratory laparoscopy revealed near-complete small bowel obstruction at the proximal jejunum, 20 cm
from the ligament of Treitz, due to a firm apple core mass. The surgery was converted to an open
laparoscopic-assisted incision, and focal resection of the lesion was performed with wide margins extending
into the grossly normal-appearing small intestine, mesentery, and omentum. Tissue samples were sent to
pathology for diagnosis and staging. The small bowel was reconstructed using a side-to-side, functional end-
to-end stapled anastomosis.

FIGURE 2: CT of the abdomen with barium sulfate contrast: (A)
transverse plane and (B) coronal plane

Focal narrowed segment of proximal to mid jejunum in the left upper quadrant responsible for partial bowel
obstruction (arrows). Wall is thickened. The neoplastic disease is of concern, although the findings are
nonspecific.

Postoperatively, the patient was maintained on "nothing by mouth" orders until the return of bowel
function, which occurred on a postoperative day (POD) five. Repeat CT abdomen and pelvis with contrast
confirmed good anastomotic seal without a leak. The patient's diet was advanced slowly until he tolerated
full liquids. He was discharged on POD seven with a good return of bowel function, tolerating liquid diet,
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and pain control. The plan upon discharge was to continue soft food and liquid diet for two weeks until a
follow-up appointment for reassessment. The pathology report returned indicating moderate-to-poorly
differentiated metastatic small bowel adenocarcinoma with invasion into the omental and subserosa wall,
involving three out of four lymph nodes. At discharge, the patient was referred to oncology and started on
palliative chemotherapy.

Discussion

Gastrointestinal obstruction is a common medical condition encountered by clinicians. Obstruction occurs
most often in the small bowel usually due to adhesion, complicated hernias, or tumors [2,3]. Interestingly,
cancer of the small intestine is rare, accounting for less than 5% of all GI cancers [7]. More specifically,
adenocarcinoma is reported to be responsible for around 33% of malignant small bowel tumors [8].
Adenocarcinomas most often develop in the duodenum, followed by the jejunum, then the ileum [9]. The
clinical presentation of small bowel adenocarcinoma is variable. The reported frequencies of presenting
symptoms are as follows: abdominal pain (43%), nausea and vomiting (16%), anemia (15%), GI bleed (7%),
weight loss (3%), or other non-specific symptoms (9%) [10]. In this case, the patient presented with many of
these non-specific symptoms, including abdominal pain for one month, nausea and vomiting for 10 days,
and normocytic anemia.

While signs of small bowel obstruction are likely to lead to an investigation to rule out small bowel cancer,
the diagnosis is often missed when the patient presents with non-specific symptoms such as abdominal pain
or nausea and vomiting. This is postulated to be a reason for the delay in diagnosis of small bowel cancers
leading to the discovery of cancer at a more advanced stage with a poorer prognosis [7]. We believe that
general practitioners should maintain a heightened index of clinical suspicion for small bowel cancer in
patients presenting with vague abdominal symptoms, especially in patients with predisposing risk factors.
These factors include male sex, age 60-70 years old, African American race, diets high in red meat, salted or
smoked foods, history of colon cancer, inflammatory bowel disease, Celiac disease, or inherited syndromes,
such as familial adenomatous polyposis or Lynch syndrome [11].

Upon clinical suspicion of small bowel cancer, patients should undergo further evaluation with either CT
abdomen and pelvis with oral and IV contrast, video capsule endoscopy, or enteroclysis, which is reported to
have higher sensitivity for small bowel malignancies [12]. If diagnostic findings are suspicious or even
inconclusive, the patient should be referred to a surgical specialist for exploratory laparotomy. The
recommended treatment of small bowel cancer includes wide surgical resection (8-10 cm margins),
including the surrounding mesentery, with a goal of retrieval of eight or more regional lymph nodes in an
ideal scenario, though this is not always achieved as in this case [13]. The literature suggests that the five-
year survival benefit of complete resection is substantial, i.e., 42% compared to 6% in incomplete resection.
However, in the case of small bowel obstruction as the presenting symptom, resection should be attempted
for palliative relief, even if only partial resection is possible, regardless of the cancer stage [14]. The tumor
should be sent to pathology and staged for consideration of adjunctive therapy after resection.
Chemotherapy and radiation can be considered for stage III and IV disease with node-positive cancer and
positive resection margin; however, there is no conclusive data on whether this improves survival rates [15].

Once the obstructing tumor is removed, the resected ends of the small bowel should be re-anastomosed. We
performed a standard functional "end-to-end" anastomosis to re-establish the normal or "physiologic" gut
motility [16]. Some early complications of this procedure can be anastomotic leak, abscess, infection, and
bleeding. An anastomotic leak will usually present clinically within five to seven days after surgery [17]. For
this reason, patients should be monitored in the hospital until the return to normal bowel function. If a rare
instance of a small bowel anastomosis leak is suspected, an early post-operative GI contrast study

with Gastrografin® may be performed, with a CT scan being the most sensitive and specific [18].

Conclusions

Small bowel cancer is a rare form of gastrointestinal cancer and can present with small bowel obstruction. In
a patient with non-specific abdominal symptoms, new-onset of obstruction, and a history of cancer, small
bowel malignancy should be considered highly in a clinician's differential diagnosis. Abdominal imaging
should be ordered, and if small bowel cancer is suspected or if symptoms fail to improve, especially without
a diagnosis, then exploratory laparotomy with possible resection and anastomosis is the preferable option.
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