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A 58 year old man with learning difficulties was referred to the on-call general surgical team with a four day history of progressive abdominal distension and constipation. He was a resident at a care home, and his carer reported that apart from “a bit of diarrhoea” he had not opened his bowels for the past few days. The patient himself reported progressive, colicky abdominal discomfort. There had been no nausea or vomiting, and he appeared otherwise systemically well. He had originally been eating small amounts but stated that “he wasn’t hungry anymore” so had not eaten for the past 24 hours. He was taking no prescribed drugs, had no other medical problems, and had normal mobility. This was the third time that he had presented with similar symptoms. 
On examination, he had a markedly distended abdomen that was diffusely tender, but without guarding, and resonant to percussion. Bowel sounds were hyperactive. He did not have a fever and other observations were within normal ranges. Given his presentation, a plain abdominal radiograph was obtained (fig 1⇓).


Questions
	1 What is the diagnosis?

	2 How should this condition be investigated and initially managed in a stable patient?

	3 If non-operative management fails, or there are signs of ischaemia or perforation, what are the next options?

	4 What are the diagnostic and management challenges in patients with learning disability?



Answers
1 What is the diagnosis?
Short answer
Large bowel obstruction secondary to sigmoid volvulus—twisting of a bowel loop around its mesenteric attachment. Volvulus accounts for 5-8% of all bowel obstructions. Sigmoid volvulus is one of the most common types of colonic volvulus, making up 40-70% of all cases.

Long answer 
Large bowel obstruction secondary to sigmoid volvulus—twisting of a bowel loop around its mesenteric attachment (fig 2⇓). Volvulus accounts for 5-8% of all bowel obstructions. Sigmoid volvulus is one of the … 
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