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INTRODUCTION
The world has faced a great challenge in public health with 
the Coronavirus Disease-19 (COVID-19) pandemic. Severe 
acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2 (SARS-CoV-2) 
is known to infect the respiratory epithelium and cause 
respiratory illness ranging from mild flu to severe inter-
stitial pneumonia and acute lung injury. The virus targets 
the type II alveolar cells abundantly expressing the angio-
tensin converting enzyme II (ACE-II) receptors.1 Gastro-
intestinal (GI) involvement was first reported by Xiao et 
al2 where they demonstrated viral ribonucleic acid in the 
stool specimen of patients with COVID-19. Further studies 

showed that GI tract may be a target organ of SARS-CoV-2 
as the ACE-II receptors are abundantly expressed on the 
epithelium of both small and large intestine.2,3 Despite 
the increasing recognition of the abdominal manifesta-
tions, the literature on abdominal imaging in COVID-19 is 
sparse and scattered. The abdominal or emergency radiol-
ogist may be the first to suspect and suggest a diagnosis of 
COVID-19 in a patient presenting with atypical symptoms. 
Knowledge of the abdominal imaging findings of patients 
infected with SARS-CoV-2 and presenting with GI symp-
toms may help in understanding the pathophysiology of 
the disease, and thus aid in better prognostication of this 
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Objectives: With the increasing recognition of gastro-
intestinal (GI) manifestation of coronavirus disease-19 
(COVID-19), various abdominal imaging findings are 
increasingly being noted. We scoped the existing liter-
ature on the abdominal imaging findings in COVID-19.
Methods: A systematic literature search was performed 
on PubMed, Embase, Google scholar and World Health 
Organization COVID-19 database.
Results: 35 studies were included in the final descrip-
tive synthesis. Among the studies reporting positive 
abdominal imaging findings in patients with COVID-19, 
majority described imaging abnormalities of the GI tract 
(16 studies), of which bowel wall thickening was most 
frequently reported. Other findings noted were abdom-
inal imaging manifestations of bowel ischemia with 
thrombosis of the splanchnic vasculature, and imaging 
features suggestive of pancreatitis. Imaging findings 
suggestive of solid organ infarction were reported in 
nine studies. An association between imaging evidence 

of hepatic steatosis and COVID-19 was noted in three 
studies. Incidental lung base findings on abdom-
inal imaging were noted in 18 studies, where patients 
presented with predominant GI symptoms. The most 
common finding was bilateral ground glass opacities 
(90.7%) with predominant multilobar (91.1%) and periph-
eral (64.4%) distribution.
Conclusion: This systematic review provides insight into 
the abdominal imaging findings in patients with COVID-
19. Knowledge of these imaging manifestations will not 
only help in further research but also will aid in curtailing 
transmission of the SARS-CoV-2. Further prospective 
studies are needed to gain better insight into the patho-
physiology of these imaging manifestations.
Advances in knowledge: This review highlights the 
abdominal imaging findings in patients with COVID-19, 
to gain insight into the disease pathophysiology and 
gear the abdominal radiologist through the pandemic.
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subset of patients. This review was conducted with the aim to 
scope the existing literature on the abdominal imaging findings 
in confirmed COVID-19 cases. Prior to the start of this review, 
we checked to make sure that there was no existing or ongoing 
review on this topic.

METHODS AND MATERIALS
This systematic review was conducted in accordance with the 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines.4 The review was registered on 
PROSPERO (CRD42020193885). An initially planned meta-
analysis could not be performed because of the inadequacy of 
published literature for quantitative synthesis of data.

Data source and literature search
Literature databases including PubMed (Medline), Embase 
(Ovid) and selected parts of the Cochrane library relating to 
COVID-19 were searched from inception of COVID-19 to 
August 2, 2020. An updated literature search was performed on 
September 5, 2020. Keywords that made up our search included 
(“coronavirus” OR “nCoV” OR “2019-nCoV” OR “COVID-19”) 
AND (“abdominal imaging” OR “abdominal CT” OR “abdom-
inal ultrasound “OR “abdominal MRI”). The detailed search 
strategy is mentioned in the Supplementary Material 1, supple-
mentary appendix. Furthermore, COVID-19 publications in the 
WHO publication database, The Lancet COVID-19 Resource 
Centre, JAMA, BMJ were screened for relevant publications. 
Additional articles were retrieved by screening the reference 
lists of the included studies and reviews. We hand-searched 
conference and meeting abstract lists and the relevant articles 
were cross-referenced to identify relevant studies. There was no 
language restriction in the searches. There were no restrictions in 
terms of country or publication date.

Research question
The following research questions guided this systematic review: 
What are the abdominal imaging findings in patients with 
COVID-19 infection? Do the abdominal imaging findings 
correlate with the severity of COVID-19 infection?

Eligibility criteria
All studies included in this systematic review were peer-reviewed, 
and included original research, case series and case reports, that 
described or provided an overview of abdominal imaging find-
ings among confirmed COVID-19 cases. Only the articles which 
described abdominal imaging findings in confirmed COVID-19 
cases were included in the review. No age-related exclusions were 
made.

Study selection
Study selection was performed by two independent investiga-
tors (LA, AA). In the final review, the studies or articles which 
comprised of patients with confirmed COVID-19 and had 
reported abdominal imaging (ultrasound, CT, or MRI) findings 
were included. Discrepancies between reviewers were resolved 
through consensus with a third reviewer (KSM).

Data extraction and synthesis
The following data categories were collected when available: 
study design, country, patient demographics, clinical presen-
tation, imaging modality and findings on abdominal imaging, 
severity grading of COVID-19 infection (Supplementary Table 
1). One of the reviewers performed the data extraction (AA) and 
the other reviewer assessed the accuracy of the extracted data 
(AC).

Risk of bias
Two reviewers (SA, VK) independently rated the quality of the 
included studies using the National Institutes of Health Quality 
Assessment Tools5 (Tables 1–3). Any difference was resolved by 
consensus, in the presence of the third reviewer (KSM). Studies 
rated as poor quality on the NIH quality assessment tool were 
excluded from the final qualitative analysis.

RESULTS
Overview of the included studies
Only English language papers were identified. 35 studies 
consisting of 11 retrospective cohort studies (RCS), 2 retrospec-
tive case–control studies, 9 case series and 13 case reports, with 
a total of 801 COVID positive patients were included in the final 
review, as shown in PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1). Charac-
teristics of the included studies are presented in Supplementary 
Table 1. The number of the abdominal imaging modalities evalu-
ated in the included studies was 721 CT scans.

Abdominal imaging manifestations
A plethora of abdominal imaging findings in COVID-19 were 
reported in several studies (Table 4). These imaging manifesta-
tions have been grouped by the organ involved as shown below.

Imaging changes in bowel
15 studies reported bowel wall abnormalities on imaging 
among COVID-19 patients presenting with abdominal compla
ints.6,8,10,14,18,21,22,25,27,28,32,36,37,43,44 Among them, eight studies 
reported bowel wall thickening alone. Bhayana et al10 noted 
bowel wall thickening in 29% (12 out of 42 CT scans) of their 
abdominal CT scans in 40 patients, which involved the small 
bowel in 5 scans and large bowel and rectum in 7. They also 
found that bowel wall abnormalities were significantly associated 
with ICU admissions (Odds ratio: 15.56; p = 0.01). Goldberg-
Stein et al6 also reported mural thickening in 15% (12 out of 80) 
patients with COVID-19. A few case reports also noted bowel 
wall thickening in patients with COVID-19.25,36 Sattar et al32 
reported colonic findings on abdominal CT in three patients 
presenting with abdominal pain. Out of them, two showed wall 
thickening of large bowel, which involved the entire colon and 
rectum in one patient. Similar cases of colonic wall thickening on 
abdominal CT in patients with abdominal symptoms were also 
reported by Kim et al28 and Voutsinas et al37.

A total of six studies8,10,21,27,41,44 described imaging evidence of 
ischemic bowel changes. Besides bowel wall thickening, other 
findings reported were non-enhancing bowel wall, bowel wall 
pneumatosis, mesenteric venous gas, portal venous gas and mild 
fluid in the peritoneal cavity. Norsa et al44 in their retrospective 
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www.birpublications.org/doi/suppl/10.1259/bjr.20201220/suppl_file/Supplement S1.docx
www.birpublications.org/doi/suppl/10.1259/bjr.20201220/suppl_file/Table S1 revied April.docx
www.birpublications.org/doi/suppl/10.1259/bjr.20201220/suppl_file/Table S1 revied April.docx
www.birpublications.org/doi/suppl/10.1259/bjr.20201220/suppl_file/Table S1 revied April.docx
www.birpublications.org/doi/suppl/10.1259/bjr.20201220/suppl_file/Table S1 revied April.docx


3 of 10 birpublications.org/bjr Br J Radiol;94:20201220

BJRSystematic review of the abdominal imaging findings of COVID-19

Ta
b

le
 1

. 
Q

ua
lit

y 
as

se
ss

m
en

t 
o

f 
th

e 
in

cl
ud

ed
 o

b
se

rv
at

io
na

l c
o

ho
rt

 s
tu

d
ie

s 
b

as
ed

 o
n 

th
e 

N
at

io
na

l I
ns

ti
tu

te
s 

o
f 

H
ea

lt
h 

(N
IH

) 
q

ua
lit

y 
as

se
ss

m
en

t 
to

o
l

Fi
rs

t a
ut

ho
r

(R
ef

er
en

ce
 n

o.
)

Q
ue

st
io

n 
(N

IH
 a

ss
es

sm
en

t t
oo

l)a
O

ve
ra

ll 
ra

tin
g

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

13
14

R
ev

ie
w

er
#1

R
ev

ie
w

er
#2

G
ol

db
er

g-
St

ei
n 

et
 a

l6
Ye

s
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

A
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
Fa

ir
Fa

ir

K
in

g 
et

 a
l7

Ye
s

Ye
s

Ye
s

N
A

N
o

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

N
o

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

Fa
ir

Fa
ir

Sh
ea

 e
t a

l8
Ye

s
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

A
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
Fa

ir
G

oo
d

N
or

sa
 e

t a
l9

Ye
s

Ye
s

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

N
o

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

Fa
ir

Fa
ir

Bh
ay

an
a 

et
 a

l10
Ye

s
Ye

s
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
G

oo
d

Fa
ir

Pa
lo

m
ar

-L
ev

er
 e

t a
l11

Ye
s

Ye
s

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

N
o

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

G
oo

d
Fa

ir

U
ch

id
a 

et
 a

l12
Ye

s
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
Fa

ir
Fa

ir

D
an

e 
et

 a
l13

Ye
s

Ye
s

Ye
s

C
D

N
o

Ye
s

C
D

C
D

C
D

N
o

Ye
s

C
D

C
D

N
o

Fa
ir

G
oo

d

Sh
ira

lk
ar

 e
t a

l14
Ye

s
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
Fa

ir
Fa

ir

X
ia

o 
et

 a
l.15

Ye
s

Ye
s

Ye
s

N
A

N
o

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

N
o

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

Fa
ir

Fa
ir

Se
lle

vo
l e

t a
l.16

Ye
s

N
o

Ye
s

C
D

N
o

N
o

C
D

C
D

C
D

N
o

N
o

C
D

C
D

N
o

Fa
ir

Fa
ir

Li
u 

et
 a

l.17
Ye

s
Ye

s
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
Fa

ir
G

oo
d

C
D

, C
an

no
t 

d
et

er
m

in
e;

 N
A

, N
o

t 
ap

p
lic

ab
le

; N
IH

, N
at

io
na

l I
ns

ti
tu

te
s 

o
f 

H
ea

lt
h;

 N
R

, N
o

t 
re

p
o

rt
ed

.
S

o
ur

ce
: N

at
io

na
l H

ea
rt

, L
un

g
, a

nd
 B

lo
o

d
 In

st
it

ut
e;

 N
at

io
na

l I
ns

ti
tu

te
s 

o
f 

H
ea

lt
h;

 U
.S

. D
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

o
f 

H
ea

lt
h 

an
d

 H
um

an
 S

er
vi

ce
s)

.
a
T

he
 N

IH
 Q

ua
lit

y 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t 
To

o
l f

o
r 

O
b

se
rv

at
io

na
l C

o
ho

rt
 a

nd
 C

ro
ss

-S
ec

ti
o

na
l S

tu
d

ie
s5  

in
cl

ud
es

 14
 q

ue
st

io
ns

: 1
 =

 W
as

 th
e 

re
se

ar
ch

 q
ue

st
io

n 
o

r 
o

b
je

ct
iv

e 
in

 t
hi

s 
p

ap
er

 c
le

ar
ly

 s
ta

te
d

? 
2 

=
 W

as
 th

e 
st

ud
y 

p
o

p
ul

at
io

n 
cl

ea
rl

y 
sp

ec
ifi

ed
 a

nd
 d

efi
ne

d
? 

3 
=

 W
as

 th
e 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n 

ra
te

 o
f 

el
ig

ib
le

 p
er

so
ns

 a
t 

le
as

t 
50

%
? 

4
 =

 W
er

e 
al

l t
he

 s
ub

je
ct

s 
se

le
ct

ed
 o

r 
re

cr
ui

te
d

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 s

am
e 

o
r 

si
m

ila
r 

p
o

p
ul

at
io

ns
 

(i
nc

lu
d

in
g

 t
he

 s
am

e 
ti

m
e 

p
er

io
d

)?
 W

er
e 

in
cl

us
io

n 
an

d
 e

xc
lu

si
o

n 
cr

it
er

ia
 f

o
r 

b
ei

ng
 in

 t
he

 s
tu

d
y 

p
re

sp
ec

ifi
ed

 a
nd

 a
p

p
lie

d
 u

ni
fo

rm
ly

 t
o

 a
ll 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
? 

5 
=

 W
as

 a
 s

am
p

le
 s

iz
e 

ju
st

ifi
ca

ti
o

n,
 p

o
w

er
 

d
es

cr
ip

ti
o

n,
 o

r 
va

ri
an

ce
 a

nd
 e

ff
ec

t 
es

ti
m

at
es

 p
ro

vi
d

ed
? 

6
 =

 F
o

r t
he

 a
na

ly
se

s 
in

 t
hi

s 
p

ap
er

, 
w

er
e 

th
e 

ex
p

o
su

re
(s

) 
o

f 
in

te
re

st
 m

ea
su

re
d

 p
ri

o
r 

to
 t

he
 o

ut
co

m
e(

s)
 b

ei
ng

 m
ea

su
re

d
? 

7 
=

 W
as

 th
e 

ti
m

ef
ra

m
e 

su
ffi

ci
en

t 
so

 t
ha

t 
o

ne
 c

o
ul

d
 r

ea
so

na
b

ly
 e

xp
ec

t 
to

 s
ee

 a
n 

as
so

ci
at

io
n 

b
et

w
ee

n 
ex

p
o

su
re

 a
nd

 o
ut

co
m

e 
if

 it
 e

xi
st

ed
? 

8
 =

 F
o

r 
ex

p
o

su
re

s 
th

at
 c

an
 v

ar
y 

in
 a

m
o

un
t 

o
r 

le
ve

l, 
d

id
 t

he
 s

tu
d

y 
ex

am
in

e 
d

iff
er

en
t 

le
ve

ls
 o

f 
th

e 
ex

p
o

su
re

 a
s 

re
la

te
d

 t
o

 t
he

 o
ut

co
m

e 
(e

.g
., 

ca
te

g
o

ri
es

 o
f 

ex
p

o
su

re
, o

r 
ex

p
o

su
re

 m
ea

su
re

d
 a

s 
co

nt
in

uo
us

 v
ar

ia
b

le
)?

 9
 =

 W
er

e 
th

e 
ex

p
o

su
re

 m
ea

su
re

s 
(i

nd
ep

en
d

en
t 

va
ri

ab
le

s)
 c

le
ar

ly
 d

efi
ne

d
, 

va
lid

, 
re

lia
b

le
, 

an
d

 i
m

p
le

m
en

te
d

 c
o

ns
is

te
nt

ly
 a

cr
o

ss
 a

ll 
st

ud
y 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
? 

10
 =

 W
as

 th
e 

ex
p

o
su

re
(s

) 
as

se
ss

ed
 m

o
re

 t
ha

n 
o

nc
e 

ov
er

 t
im

e?
 1

1 
=

 W
er

e 
th

e 
o

ut
co

m
e 

m
ea

su
re

s 
(d

ep
en

d
en

t 
va

ri
ab

le
s)

 c
le

ar
ly

 d
efi

ne
d

, v
al

id
, r

el
ia

b
le

, a
nd

 im
p

le
m

en
te

d
 c

o
ns

is
te

nt
ly

 a
cr

o
ss

 a
ll 

st
ud

y 
p

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

? 
12

 =
 W

er
e 

th
e 

o
ut

co
m

e 
as

se
ss

o
rs

 b
lin

d
ed

 t
o

 t
he

 e
xp

o
su

re
 s

ta
tu

s 
o

f 
p

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

? 
13

 =
 W

as
 lo

ss
 t

o
 f

o
llo

w
-u

p
 a

ft
er

 b
as

el
in

e 
20

%
 o

r 
le

ss
? 

14
 =

 W
er

e 
ke

y 
p

o
te

nt
ia

l c
o

nf
o

un
d

in
g

 v
ar

ia
b

le
s 

m
ea

su
re

d
 a

nd
 a

d
ju

st
ed

 s
ta

ti
st

ic
al

ly
 f

o
r 

th
ei

r 
im

p
ac

t 
o

n 
th

e 
re

la
ti

o
ns

hi
p

 b
et

w
ee

n 
ex

p
o

su
re

(s
) 

an
d

 o
ut

co
m

e(
s)

?

http://birpublications.org/bjr


4 of 10 birpublications.org/bjr Br J Radiol;94:20201220

BJR  Agarwal et al

cohort study, involving SARS-CoV-2 positive patients, noted 
six patients with features of intestinal ischemia in abdominal 
contrast-enhanced CT scan with two of these patients showing 
thromboembolic filling defects in IVC (Inferior vena cava) and 
superior mesenteric vein (SMV). The IVC thrombosis was prob-
ably related to the hypercoagulable state and not responsible for 
bowel ischemia. However, the prevalence of iliofemoral venous 
thrombosis or pulmonary emboli was not mentioned in their 
study. Hence, its relevance remains questionable. Shea et al8 noted 
CT features of bowel ischemia in four patients with COVID-19. 
Bhayana et al10, noted ischemic bowel changes in four patients. 
Few other authors also reported similar cases where abdominal 
pain led to cross-sectional imaging diagnosis of bowel isch-
emia.10,21,22,27 Ignat et al27 reported portal vein (PV) and SMV 
thrombosis with subsequent development of segmental ischemia 
of the small bowel.

Bowel dilatation/fluid-filled colon
In the patients presenting with diarrhea, fluid-filled colon 
was noted on CT scan. Bhayana et al10 noted this finding in 
18/42 (43%) of abdominal CT scans and it was more common 
in patients who were in the intensive care unit. Sattar et al32 
reported colonic ileus in a patient presenting with constipation 
and abdominal pain.

Imaging changes in pancreas
Four studies6,14,29,45 reported pancreatic abnormalities in patients 
with confirmed COVID-19. Goldberg-Stein et al6 noted pancre-
atic ductal dilatation in three patients with COVID-19. Liu et 
al17, in their retrospective observational study, noted imaging 
findings in the form of focal enlargement of the pancreas or 
dilatation of the main pancreatic duct, without any evidence of 
necrosis, in five patients with severe COVID-19. Mazrouei et al29 
in their report of a 24-year-old male with COVID-19 and acute 
pancreatitis, showed mild edema of distal pancreas with peripan-
creatic fluid on abdominal CT.

Solid organ infarction
Nine studies reported imaging findings of solid organ infarc-
tion (spleen, kidney, adrenal, liver) in patients with COVID-
19.6,8,10,18,22,30,31,39,40 Isolated splenic infarct was noted in 10 
patients, isolated renal infarct in 11 patients and liver infarct in 1 
patient. One patient had both splenic and renal infarcts and one 
had bilateral adrenal infarcts. Goldberg-Stein et al6 in their RCS 
of COVID-19 patients with abdominal imaging, noted splenic 
and renal infarcts in four patients each. Faqeeh et al40 reported 
hypoperfusion changes in bilateral kidneys on abdominal CT 
associated with SARS-CoV-2 infection in a 19-year-old boy.

Hepatic steatosis (HS)
Four studies,10–12,19 noted the presence of HS among COVID-19 
positive patients. Medeiros et al19 noted a significantly higher 
prevalence of HS among patients with COVID-19 compared to 
non-COVID controls (31.9% vs 7.1%; p value < 0.001). Palomar-
Lever et al11 in their retrospective study involving 213 COVID-19 
patients, noted HS to be independently associated with severity 
of COVID-19 pneumonia. Uchida et al12 in their retrospective 
study involving 35 patients with mild-moderate COVID-19, Ta

b
le

 2
. 

Q
ua

lit
y 

as
se

ss
m

en
t 

o
f 

th
e 

in
cl

ud
ed

 c
as

e–
co

nt
ro

l s
tu

d
ie

s 
b

as
ed

 o
n 

th
e 

N
at

io
na

l I
ns

ti
tu

te
s 

o
f 

H
ea

lt
h 

(N
IH

) 
q

ua
lit

y 
as

se
ss

m
en

t 
to

o
l

Fi
rs

t a
ut

ho
r

(R
ef

er
en

ce
 n

o.
)

Q
ue

st
io

n 
(N

IH
 a

ss
es

sm
en

t t
oo

l)a
O

ve
ra

ll 
ra

tin
g

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

R
ev

ie
w

er
#1

R
ev

ie
w

er
#2

Ba
ri 

D
an

e 
et

 a
l18

Ye
s

Ye
s

N
o

C
D

Ye
s

Ye
s

N
o

Ye
s

Ye
s

N
o

N
o

N
o

Fa
ir

Fa
ir

M
ed

ei
ro

s e
t a

l19
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

o
Ye

s
Ye

s
N

o
N

o
N

o
Fa

ir
Fa

ir

C
D

, C
an

no
t 

d
et

er
m

in
e;

 N
A

, N
o

t 
ap

p
lic

ab
le

; N
IH

, N
at

io
na

l I
ns

ti
tu

te
s 

o
f 

H
ea

lt
h;

 N
R

, N
o

t 
re

p
o

rt
ed

.
S

o
ur

ce
: N

at
io

na
l H

ea
rt

, L
un

g
, a

nd
 B

lo
o

d
 In

st
it

ut
e;

 N
at

io
na

l I
ns

ti
tu

te
s 

o
f 

H
ea

lt
h;

 U
.S

. D
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

o
f 

H
ea

lt
h 

an
d

 H
um

an
 S

er
vi

ce
s)

.
a
T

he
 N

IH
 Q

ua
lit

y 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t 
To

o
l f

o
r 

C
as

e–
C

o
nt

ro
l S

tu
d

ie
s5  

in
cl

ud
es

 1
2 

q
ue

st
io

ns
: 1

 =
 W

as
 th

e 
re

se
ar

ch
 q

ue
st

io
n 

o
r 

o
b

je
ct

iv
e 

in
 t

hi
s 

p
ap

er
 c

le
ar

ly
 s

ta
te

d
? 

2 
=

 W
as

 th
e 

st
ud

y 
p

o
p

ul
at

io
n 

cl
ea

rl
y 

sp
ec

ifi
ed

 a
nd

 d
efi

ne
d

? 
3 

=
 D

id
 th

e 
au

th
o

rs
 in

cl
ud

e 
a 

sa
m

p
le

 s
iz

e 
ju

st
ifi

ca
ti

o
n?

 4
 =

 W
er

e 
co

nt
ro

ls
 s

el
ec

te
d

 o
r 

re
cr

ui
te

d
 f

ro
m

 t
he

 s
am

e 
o

r 
si

m
ila

r 
p

o
p

ul
at

io
n 

th
at

 g
av

e 
ri

se
 t

o
 t

he
 c

as
es

 (
in

cl
ud

in
g

 
th

e 
sa

m
e 

ti
m

ef
ra

m
e)

? 
5 

=
 W

er
e 

th
e 

d
efi

ni
ti

o
ns

, i
nc

lu
si

o
n 

an
d

 e
xc

lu
si

o
n 

cr
it

er
ia

, a
lg

o
ri

th
m

s 
o

r 
p

ro
ce

ss
es

 u
se

d
 t

o
 id

en
ti

fy
 o

r 
se

le
ct

 c
as

es
 a

nd
 c

o
nt

ro
ls

 v
al

id
, r

el
ia

b
le

, a
nd

 im
p

le
m

en
te

d
 c

o
ns

is
te

nt
ly

 
ac

ro
ss

 a
ll 

st
ud

y 
p

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

? 
6

 =
 W

er
e 

th
e 

ca
se

s 
cl

ea
rl

y 
d

efi
ne

d
 a

nd
 d

iff
er

en
ti

at
ed

 f
ro

m
 c

o
nt

ro
ls

? 
7 

=
 If

 le
ss

 t
ha

n 
10

0
 p

er
ce

nt
 o

f 
el

ig
ib

le
 c

as
es

 a
nd

/o
r 

co
nt

ro
ls

 w
er

e 
se

le
ct

ed
 f

o
r 

th
e 

st
ud

y,
 w

er
e 

th
e 

ca
se

s 
an

d
/o

r 
co

nt
ro

ls
 r

an
d

o
m

ly
 s

el
ec

te
d

 f
ro

m
 t

ho
se

 e
lig

ib
le

? 
8

 =
 W

as
 t

he
re

 u
se

 o
f 

co
nc

ur
re

nt
 c

o
nt

ro
ls

? 
9

 =
 W

er
e 

th
e 

in
ve

st
ig

at
o

rs
 a

b
le

 t
o

 c
o

nfi
rm

 t
ha

t 
th

e 
ex

p
o

su
re

/r
is

k 
o

cc
ur

re
d

 p
ri

o
r 

to
 

th
e 

d
ev

el
o

p
m

en
t 

o
f 

th
e 

co
nd

it
io

n 
o

r 
ev

en
t 

th
at

 d
efi

ne
d

 a
 p

ar
ti

ci
p

an
t 

as
 a

 c
as

e?
 1

0
 =

 W
er

e 
th

e 
m

ea
su

re
s 

o
f 

ex
p

o
su

re
/r

is
k 

cl
ea

rl
y 

d
efi

ne
d

, v
al

id
, r

el
ia

b
le

, a
nd

 im
p

le
m

en
te

d
 c

o
ns

is
te

nt
ly

 (
in

cl
ud

in
g

 
th

e 
sa

m
e 

ti
m

e 
p

er
io

d
) 

ac
ro

ss
 a

ll 
st

ud
y 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
? 

11
 =

 W
er

e 
th

e 
as

se
ss

o
rs

 o
f 

ex
p

o
su

re
/r

is
k 

b
lin

d
ed

 t
o

 t
he

 c
as

e 
o

r 
co

nt
ro

l s
ta

tu
s 

o
f 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
? 

12
 =

 W
er

e 
ke

y 
p

o
te

nt
ia

l c
o

nf
o

un
d

in
g

 v
ar

ia
b

le
s 

m
ea

su
re

d
 a

nd
 a

d
ju

st
ed

 s
ta

ti
st

ic
al

ly
 in

 t
he

 a
na

ly
se

s?
 If

 m
at

ch
in

g
 w

as
 u

se
d

, d
id

 t
he

 in
ve

st
ig

at
o

rs
 a

cc
o

un
t 

fo
r 

m
at

ch
in

g
 d

ur
in

g
 s

tu
d

y 
an

al
ys

is
?

http://birpublications.org/bjr


5 of 10 birpublications.org/bjr Br J Radiol;94:20201220

BJRSystematic review of the abdominal imaging findings of COVID-19

noted reduced hepatic CT attenuation values to correlate with 
COVID-19 disease severity.10

Incidental COVID detection: lung base findings 
of COVID-19 on abdominal CT in patients with 
predominant GI symptoms
A total of 18 studies (5 RCS, 7 case reports and 6 case 
series), reported basal lung findings on abdominal CT 
scans performed for predominant abdominal compla
ints.6,7,10,13,15,16,20,23,24,26,28,31,33–35,37,38,42 All the patients showed 
findings suggestive of COVID-19 in the basal lung sections 
included in the abdominal scans. These patients did not have 
any significant upper and lower respiratory symptoms, making 
the imaging findings in basal lung segments critical in raising 
a suspicion of COVID-19. The nature of incidental basal lung 
findings was reported in 118 patients. The most common finding 

was ground glass opacities, seen in 107 patients (90.7%) and in 
most of these patients (n = 76; 64.4%), the distribution of the 
opacities was peripheral and subpleural. The reverse halo sign 
and mild pleural effusion were noted in only three patients. The 
laterality of lung involvement was reported in 101 patients and 
among them, 92 (91.1%) had bilateral distribution of the lung 
base findings.

DISCUSSION
To our knowledge, this is the first review systematically scoping 
the various luminal and hepatopancreatobiliary imaging find-
ings in patients with COVID-19. In our review, among studies 
reporting positive abdominal imaging findings in patients with 
COVID-19, majority reported imaging abnormalities of the GI 
tract, of which bowel wall thickening was the most frequent. It 
has been shown that intestinal abnormalities were associated 

Table 3. Quality assessment of the included case series/reports studies based on the NIH quality assessment tool

First author
(Reference no.)

Question (NIH assessment tool)a Overall rating

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Reviewer#1 Reviewer#2
Ahmed et al20 Yes Yes CD CD Yes Yes No CD Yes Good Good

Azouz et al21 No Yes NA NA Yes No CD NA Yes Fair Fair

Bessuti et al22 No Yes CD CD NA Yes NA NA Yes Poor Poor

Colino et al23 Yes Yes NA NA NA No CD NA No Fair Fair

Vu et al24 Yes CD CD Yes NA NA No NA Yes Good Good

Poggiali et al25 Yes Yes CD Yes Yes Yes CD NA Yes Good Good

Gahide et al26 Yes No CD CD No Yes No NA Yes Fair Fair

Ignat et al27 Yes No CD No NR CD CD NA Yes Fair Fair

Kim et al28 Yes NA NA NA CD No CD NA Yes Fair Fair

Mazrouei et al29 Yes No NA NA No Yes CD NA Yes Fair Fair

Pessoa et al30 Yes Yes CD CD NA NA NA NA Yes Good Good

Kumar et al31 Yes NA NA NA NA Yes NA NA Yes Fair Fair

Sattar et al32 Yes Yes CD CD Yes Yes CD NA Yes Good Good

Sendi et al33 Yes No NA NA No Yes CD NA Yes Fair Fair

Tay et al34 Yes Yes NA NA Yes Yes CD NA Yes Good Good

Siegel et al35 Yes Yes NA Yes Yes Yes CD NA Yes Good Good

Jaijakul et al36 Yes Yes NA NA Yes Yes No NA Yes Good Good

Voutsinas et al37 Yes Yes CD Yes Yes No CD NA Yes Good Good

Yokoo et al38 No Yes CD CD CD Yes NR NA Yes Poor Poor

Akin et al39 Yes Yes NA NA Yes Yes Yes NA Yes Fair Fair

Faqeeh et al40 Yes Yes NA NA Yes Yes Yes NA Yes Fair Fair

Jafari et al41 Yes Yes NA NA Yes Yes Yes NA Yes Fair Fair

Bashari et al42 Yes Yes NA NA Yes Yes Yes NA Yes Fair Fair

Beccara et al43 Yes Yes NA NA Yes Yes No NA Yes Fair Fair

CD, Cannot determine; NA, Not applicable; NIH, National Institutes of Health; NR, Not reported.
(Source: National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute; National Institutes of Health; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services).
aThe NIH Quality Assessment Tool for Case Series Studies5 includes nine questions: 1 = Was the study question or objective clearly stated? 2 = 
Was the study population clearly and fully described, including a case definition? 3 = Were the cases consecutive? 4 = Were the subjects comparable? 
5 = Was the intervention clearly described? 6 = Were the outcome measures clearly defined, valid, reliable, and implemented consistently across all 
study participants? 7 = Was the length of follow-up adequate? 8 = Were the statistical methods well-described? 9 = Were the results well-described?
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with significantly worse outcomes in the form of requirement 
of ICU admissions. Imaging evidence of thromboembolism is 
being increasingly noted in patients with COVID-19. Imaging 
findings related to mesenteric ischemia and solid organ infarcts 
should be actively sought in COVID-19 patients presenting with 
pain abdomen. The higher occurrence of HS in patients with 
COVID-19 and its correlation with the severity of the disease has 
been noted in recent studies.11,12,19 However, further studies are 
needed to confirm or refute this association. The imaging features 
of involvement of other solid organs (liver, GB, pancreas) in 
COVID-19, is increasingly being recognized. . Lung base findings 
maybe incidentally noted on abdominopelvic CT of unsuspected 
patients, presenting with predominant abdominal complaints. 
Ground-glass opacities in the lung bases, usually multilobar and 
peripheral in distribution, are often the only pertinent findings 
observed.13 Hamilton et al46, in their retrospective study, noted 
a low overall diagnostic yield by performing an additional whole 
chest CT subsequent to the abdominal CT performed as part of 
their abdominal pain protocol. They noted that this lack of defin-
itive benefit at the cost of increased radiation exposure makes 
it unjustified to add an extra chest CT scan. Similarly, Brennan 
et al47 did not find the benefit of addition of chest imaging to 
abdominal cross-sectional imaging, for the identification of 
patients with COVID-19.

The SARS-CoV-2 binds to the endothelial cells of the GI tract 
via ACE-2 receptors causing cytokine and chemokine release, 
responsible for acute intestinal inflammation.48 Findings on 
cross-sectional imaging of the affected patients support this 

inflammation theory with direct (ileocolitis) or indirect features 
(mesenteric lymphadenitis). The presence of bowel wall thick-
ening should also merit consideration of intestinal ischemia due 
to vascular thrombosis. Hence, the two possibilities - presence 
of ACE-2 receptors in GI tract and procoagulant state - may be 
responsible for the bowel involvement in COVID 19. However, 
till this is completely proven, attribution of bowel wall thick-
ening to COVID-19 should be a diagnosis of exclusion. Further, 
colonic dilatation and fluid in its lumen may also be due to direct 
or indirect effects of the virus. Since colonoscopy is an aerosol 
generating procedure, this procedure in patients with diarrhea 
or CT findings of colonic thickening, fluid or dilatation should 
prompt adequate precautions.

The association of COVID-19 with vascular thrombosis is 
increasingly being recognized and mesenteric vasculature 
remains no exception. Both small and large vessel thrombosis 
has been reported in patients with COVID-19.49 The resulting 
bowel ischemia has several direct and indirect radiological find-
ings. Bhayana et al,10 in their preliminary observation, noted 
small bowel ischemic changes in 20% of the abdominal CT scans 
performed on patients with COVID-19 admitted to ICU. Several 
other reports have noted ischemic bowel changes on abdominal 
CT, among patients with COVID-19 presenting with abdominal 
pain. Although screening for pulmonary embolisms and deep 
vein thrombosis has been recommended in the clinical setting 
of COVID-19, little attention has been paid to thrombosis of the 
splanchnic venous system. Published reports have mentioned 
SMV and PV thrombosis as a result of the hypercoagulable 
state due COVID-19 per se. Visceral organ infarction should 
be considered in the differential diagnosis among COVID-19 
patients presenting as unexplained abdominal pain. Clinicians 
need to be aware of the thrombotic manifestations of COVID-19 
and radiologists should monitor patients for thrombosis to facili-
tate early diagnosis. Literature suggests that COVID-19 provokes 
arterial and venous thrombosis, although the mechanism 
remains largely unknown. Whether the thrombotic compli-
cations are a direct effect of SARS-CoV-2 or a consequence of 
ensuing cytokine storm remains contentious.

Pancreatic injury in patients with COVID-19 could be due to a 
direct cytopathic effect mediated by local SARS-CoV-2 replica-
tion or a result of the systemic response induced by SARS-CoV-2 
infection.17 This could be inferred from the fact that, in one 
study, elevated pancreatic enzymes were noted in 13 patients, 
but the imaging changes suggestive of acute pancreatitis were 
seen in only 5.17 Although the imaging alterations suggested 
that pancreatitis was not severe, the problem should not be 
ignored, especially in patients with severe COVID-19. Further 
high-quality, prospective and well-reported research and larger 
series are warranted to evaluate whether this subset of patients 
have clinical pancreatitis as a presenting or concomitant disease 
entity. Studies are also needed to evaluate the management for 
this group and whether sequelae such as chronic pancreatitis 
may develop in the absence of early management.

Several studies have shown a higher occurrence of HS in patients 
with COVID-19 and have also reported a prognostic value.6,50,51 

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram showing study selection 
process. PRISMA, Preferred reporting items for systematic 
reviews and meta-analyses; WHO, World Health Organization.
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Presence of HS correlates with visceral adiposity, underlying 
metabolic disease, as well as overt and chronic inflammation.52 
No causal association between HS and COVID-19 has been 
shown till date. Whether HS increases the predisposition for 

SARS-CoV-2 infection or is a manifestation of liver involvement, 
remains a conundrum.53 This needs to be conjectured from 
larger prospective studies.

Table 4. Abdominal imaging findings in COVID-19 patients noted across various studies

First Author 
[Reference No.]

Imaging 
Changes in 

Bowel

Bowel 
dilatation/
Fluid filled 

colon

Imaging 
changes in 
Pancreas

Solid Organ 
infarction

Hepatic 
Steatosis

Incidental 
lung base 
findings

Goldberg-Stein et al.6 + +

King et al.7 +

Bari Dane et al.18 +

Shea et al.8 + +

Norsa et al.9 +

Bhayana et al.10 + + + +

Medeiros et al.19 +

Palomar-Lever et 
al.11

+

Uchida et al.12 +

Dane et al.13 +

Shiralkar et al.14 +

Xiao et al.15 +

Sellevol et al.16 +

Liu et al.1717 +

Kumar et al.31 +

Sendi et al.33 +

Ignat et al.27 +

Tay et al.34 +

Vu et al.24 +

Colino et al.23 +

Sattar et al.32 + +

Siegel et al.35 +

Gahide et al.26 +

Jaijakul et al.36 +

Voutsinas et al.37 +

Kim et al.28 +

Poggiali et al.25 +

Ahmed et al.20 +

Mazrouei et al.29 +

Pessoa et al.30 +

Azouz et al.21 +

Akin et al.39 +

Faqeeh et al.40 +

Bashari et al.42 +

Beccara et al.43 +
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Study limitations
There are several limitations of this systematic review. Though 
our review gives an idea about the spectrum of abdominal 
imaging abnormalities seen in COVID-19 patients, no conclu-
sion can be made regarding the incidence of these findings, as 
most of the reported literature consisted of case series and case 
reports. Although we aimed to correlate the abdominal imaging 
findings with the severity of COVID-19, this was not possible 
due to the immaturity of the available literature. Due to the 
novelty of SARS-CoV-2 and the brief timeframe since the start 
of the pandemic, the validity of evidence is limited. Case reports 
and case series form the most of the currently available litera-
ture. Nevertheless, given the paucity of high-quality evidence, 
inferences from such reports can guide decision- making and 
further research.54 Due to the relative paucity of literature on 
this topic, we included varied study designs in our review. The 
heterogeneity in the reporting of radiological findings may partly 
be attributed to extraction of data from clinical reports in few 
studies and re-reviewing of CT images in others. It is possible 
that certain findings (mural thickening, fluid-filled colon) may 
be relatively under reported in the clinical setting as compared 
with the research setting. Secondly, as studies reporting HS in 
patients with COVID-19 are all retrospective, causality cannot 
be determined, and the reported results may be considered as 
mere statistical associations. With our limited understanding of 

the disease pathophysiology, it is imperative to evaluate manifes-
tations of all the systems which may be attributed to this disease. 
We need to discuss whether the abdominal manifestations in 
patients with COVID-19 or even silent abdominal imaging 
findings are due to unrelated concomitant pathological process 
or due to COVID-19 or a result of COVID-19 modifying the 
pathophysiology of a concomitant disease. However, before we 
can attempt to answer this question, we need to have a holistic 
understanding of both the abdominal manifestations and 
imaging findings in the COVID-19 patients. In this review, we 
noted that most studies reported findings on CT imaging. This 
might be reflective of the fact that it is the most widely avail-
able, reliable and relevant imaging modality. Ultrasound is less 
reliable and is influenced by COVID-19 safety measures. Despite 
the above limitations, this review systematically scopes and 
provides a spectrum of abdominal imaging findings in patients 
with COVID-19. We will continue to monitor the literature, and 
this review shall be updated as and when new evidence emerges.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, in this systematic review, we found a multitude 
of abdominal imaging findings among COVID-19 patients with 
predominant abdominal complaints. This review summarizes 
the abdominal imaging findings that have been described so 
far in COVID-19 patients and provides a platform for further 
research.
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