
External Hemorrhoids: Causes, Symptoms, Diagnosis, and Treatment

Overview of External Hemorrhoids

External hemorrhoids are swollen veins that develop around the anus, under the skin’s surface,
outside the anal canal. Unlike internal hemorrhoids, which are located inside the rectum and are
often painless, external hemorrhoids are more likely to cause discomfort or pain because they
are situated in an area with a high concentration of nerve endings. External hemorrhoids can
vary in size and, when irritated or inflamed, can become particularly painful. They may also
develop blood clots, leading to a condition called thrombosed hemorrhoids, which can cause
severe pain and swelling.

Causes and Risk Factors for External Hemorrhoids

External hemorrhoids are primarily caused by increased pressure in the rectal and anal veins,
leading to vein swelling and dilation. Key factors that contribute to this pressure include:

● Chronic Constipation or Diarrhea: Straining during bowel movements due to
constipation or frequent, urgent bowel movements can increase pressure on the rectal
veins.

● Prolonged Sitting or Standing: Long periods of sitting or standing can slow blood flow
in the rectal area, leading to vein swelling.

● Pregnancy: The growing uterus during pregnancy can put pressure on the pelvic veins,
often causing hemorrhoids in pregnant women.

● Obesity: Excess body weight, particularly in the abdominal area, adds pressure on the
veins in the lower body.

● Low-Fiber Diet: Diets lacking fiber can lead to hard stools and straining, increasing the
risk of hemorrhoids.

● Aging: As people age, the tissues supporting the veins in the anal region can weaken,
making hemorrhoids more likely.

● Heavy Lifting: Repeated heavy lifting or other activities that increase intra-abdominal
pressure can contribute to hemorrhoid formation.

Symptoms of External Hemorrhoids

The symptoms of external hemorrhoids can vary depending on the severity and whether
complications, such as thrombosis, are present. Common symptoms include:

● Pain and Discomfort: External hemorrhoids are often painful, especially during and
after bowel movements.

● Itching and Irritation: Hemorrhoids can cause itching and discomfort around the anus,
often due to irritation of the sensitive skin in this area.



● Swelling and Inflammation: Swollen external hemorrhoids may create noticeable
lumps around the anus, which can be tender to the touch.

● Bleeding: External hemorrhoids may bleed, particularly during or after a bowel
movement, often appearing as bright red blood on toilet paper or in the toilet.

● Thrombosed Hemorrhoids:When blood clots form inside external hemorrhoids, they
can become very painful, swollen, and sometimes hard to the touch. Thrombosed
hemorrhoids often cause severe, sudden pain and are visibly bluish or purple due to the
clot.

Diagnosis of External Hemorrhoids

Diagnosis of external hemorrhoids typically involves a physical examination and a review of
medical history. In some cases, additional diagnostic tests may be recommended to rule out
other conditions:

● Visual Inspection and Physical Examination: The doctor can usually diagnose
external hemorrhoids through visual inspection and palpation, as they are located
outside the anus.

● Digital Rectal Exam: A digital exam may be conducted to check for internal
hemorrhoids or other abnormalities within the rectum.

● Anoscopy or Sigmoidoscopy: These diagnostic procedures allow the doctor to inspect
the rectum and anal canal further if other conditions, like internal hemorrhoids or anal
fissures, are suspected. These are rarely needed for isolated external hemorrhoids
unless there is significant bleeding or other concerning symptoms.

Treatment Options for External Hemorrhoids

Treatment for external hemorrhoids depends on the severity of symptoms and the presence of
complications. Many cases can be managed with lifestyle changes and home remedies, but
medical intervention may be required for more severe or persistent symptoms.

1. Lifestyle Modifications and Home Remedies

Lifestyle changes can play a significant role in reducing symptoms and preventing the
worsening of external hemorrhoids. Recommended changes include:

● High-Fiber Diet: Eating more fiber-rich foods (e.g., fruits, vegetables, whole grains) and
drinking plenty of water can soften stools, reducing the need to strain during bowel
movements.

● Stool Softeners: Over-the-counter stool softeners can help make stools easier to pass,
reducing irritation and inflammation.

● Warm Sitz Baths: Soaking the anal area in warm water for 10-15 minutes several times
a day can relieve pain, itching, and swelling.



● Proper Hygiene: Gently cleaning the anal area with unscented wipes or warm water
after bowel movements can reduce irritation.

● Cold Compresses: Applying a cold compress to the affected area can help decrease
inflammation and pain, especially for thrombosed hemorrhoids.

● Avoiding Prolonged Sitting: Taking breaks from sitting and avoiding straining during
bowel movements can reduce pressure on the anal veins.

2. Over-the-Counter Medications

Several over-the-counter medications can help relieve symptoms of external hemorrhoids:

● Topical Creams and Ointments: Hydrocortisone creams and suppositories can reduce
inflammation and itching. Witch hazel pads may provide soothing relief and reduce
irritation.

● Pain Relievers: Non-prescription pain medications like acetaminophen, ibuprofen, or
aspirin can help reduce pain and discomfort associated with external hemorrhoids.

● Vasoconstrictors: Some creams contain vasoconstrictive agents that temporarily shrink
hemorrhoidal tissue, providing relief from swelling.

3. Minimally Invasive Procedures

For external hemorrhoids that are painful, swollen, or resistant to home treatment, minimally
invasive procedures can be effective. These include:

● Incision and Drainage for Thrombosed Hemorrhoids: For external hemorrhoids with
blood clots, a doctor may perform a simple in-office procedure to make a small incision
and drain the clot. This provides immediate pain relief but may require local anesthesia.
The procedure is most effective within 48-72 hours of clot formation.

4. Surgical Treatment: Hemorrhoidectomy

For large, persistent, or recurrent external hemorrhoids that cause severe symptoms, a
hemorrhoidectomy may be necessary. Hemorrhoidectomy is a surgical procedure to remove the
hemorrhoid tissue and is typically recommended in cases where other treatments have been
ineffective.

● Traditional Hemorrhoidectomy: This surgery involves the removal of hemorrhoid
tissue under anesthesia. It is highly effective but has a longer recovery period and can
cause postoperative pain. Traditional hemorrhoidectomy is often reserved for severe
cases, including thrombosed external hemorrhoids.

Preventing External Hemorrhoids

Preventive measures can reduce the risk of developing or worsening external hemorrhoids:



● Increase Fiber Intake: A fiber-rich diet helps promote soft, regular bowel movements,
which can reduce the need to strain.

● Stay Hydrated: Drinking plenty of water each day helps soften stools and reduce
constipation.

● Exercise Regularly: Regular physical activity can improve circulation and digestive
health.

● Limit Time on the Toilet: Prolonged sitting on the toilet increases pressure on rectal
veins and can exacerbate hemorrhoids.

● Avoid Heavy Lifting:When possible, minimize heavy lifting, as it increases
intra-abdominal pressure.

● Respond Promptly to Bowel Urges: Delaying bowel movements can lead to harder
stools, making passing them more difficult and increasing the likelihood of straining.

Conclusion

External hemorrhoids are a common condition that can cause significant discomfort, particularly
when swollen, irritated, or thrombosed. Mild cases often respond well to lifestyle modifications,
dietary changes, and over-the-counter medications, while more severe cases may require
minimally invasive procedures or, in some cases, surgery. Preventive measures, including a
high-fiber diet, proper hydration, regular exercise, and avoiding prolonged sitting, can help
minimize the risk of developing or aggravating external hemorrhoids. By adopting a healthy
lifestyle and consulting a healthcare provider when symptoms arise, most individuals can
effectively manage and prevent the discomfort associated with external hemorrhoids.


