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Abstract

Introduction: Inflammatory bowel disease is a chronic immune disease of the gastrointestinal tract. It presents an increasing incidence in developed countries. The causes of inflammatory bowel diseases remain unknown. However, genetic and environmental factors that contribute to the immune response and are responsible for damaging the gastrointestinal mucosa have been described. Diarrhea is a symptom prevalent in inflammatory bowel disease and its resolution requires etiology directed treatment. High-resolution ultrasound has been useful as an imaging modality for screening patients with symptoms or signs indicative of inflammatory bowel disease, follow-up of medical treatment through the assessment of disease activity, extent of disease and detection of complications. The use of ultrasonography in the Emergency Room could avoid use of invasive diagnostic imaging, surgery and unnecessary hospitalizations, as well as cost reductions.

Purpose: Access the current role of ultrasonography in investigating gastrointestinal diseases in patients who present with diarrhea in the Emergency Room of Coimbra University hospitals. We intend to evaluate the importance of ultrasonography in determining the intestinal segment involved, stage of disease activity, selection of patients who should undergo more complex instrumental procedures, therapeutical decisions and follow-up under therapy.
Methods: A retrospective study of patients admitted in Emergency Room during 2007, presenting diarrhea and that have carried out an abdominal ultrasound.
Results: The ultrasound performed in the Emergency Room sparsely provided information about the region and extent of affected bowel, thickening of the intestinal wall, strictures or luminal dilatation, sonographic pattern of wall vascularization and other indirect signs of bowel diseases. 
Conclusions: The use of ultrasonography as primary investigation of gastrointestinal diseases was inefficient. Ultrasonography is used in some Institutes for initial investigation but standardization and optimization is required.
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