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Definition

ÛReduction in the functioning gut mass below the 

minimal amount necessary for adequate digestion 

and absorption of food

Fleming CR and Remington M. Nutrition and the surgical patient. 1981

ÛFailure of the intestinal tract to maintain adequate 

hydration and electrolyte balance in the absence of 

artificial fluid and electrolyte support

Nightingale JMD. Intestinal failure; 2001
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Intestinal Failure (IF) may have various degrees of severity 
and duration:

ÛAccording to the duration:

ÛAcute (reversible within 6 months)

ÛChronic (longer than 6 months, and even 

permanent)
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Type I Intestinal Failure

ÛPostoperative I Obstruction
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Postoperative I Obstruction

ÛPatients who require re-laparotomy can be 

extremely challenging 

Ûabdominal cavity can be hostile 

Ûinadvertent intestinal injury, even if recognized is 

associated with a high incidence of abdominal sepsis, 

intestinal fistulation         type II intestinal failure
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Type I Intestinal Failure

ÛPostoperative ileus

ÛThe average duration of ileus after major abdominal 

surgery varies depending on what part of the 

digestive system affected

ÛSmall Intestine 0 to 24 hours

ÛThe stomach 24 to 48 hours

ÛThe colon 48 to 72 hours
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Type II intestinal failure

ÛType II failure may be self -limiting, (simple intestinal 

fistulation, spontaneous healing with effective 

nutritional and metabolic support )

ÛComplications of abdominal surgery, (severe abdominal 

sepsis )

ÛA patient malnourished following intestinal resection

Û IF result from a short bowel secondary to resection and 

fistula formation and/or indirect effect of sepsis on gastro-

intestinal function
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Prevention of intestinal failure

ÛAnastomosis avoided in the malnourished patient, 

adjacent to sepsis, haemodynamically unstable 

patient, or ischemic bowel 

Û In cases of significant resection/fistula formation, 

accurate intra-operative measurement of the length 

of the remaining bowel should be attempted to aid 

subsequent planning (Level 5)


