
Ileostomies: A Life-Saving Procedure with Life-Changing Adjustments

An ileostomy is a surgical procedure that creates an opening in the abdominal wall, known as a
stoma, to allow waste to exit the body when the colon or rectum is not functioning properly or it
is absent. It’s a life-saving intervention for many patients with gastrointestinal conditions, offering
a path to improved health and quality of life. However, it also comes with significant adjustments
and challenges.

What is an Ileostomy?

In an ileostomy, the small intestine (ileum) is brought through an opening in the abdominal wall
to create a stoma. This allows stool, which is more liquid and less processed than normal bowel
movements, to pass into an external pouch attached to the skin. Depending on the underlying
condition, an ileostomy may be temporary or permanent.

Why Is an Ileostomy Needed?

Ileostomies are performed for a variety of medical conditions, including:

1. Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD): Severe cases of Crohn's disease or ulcerative
colitis that do not respond to other treatments.

2. Colon or Rectal Cancer: When removing part of the colon or rectum is necessary.
3. Conditions requiring removal of the entire colon
4. Trauma: Injuries to the intestines that require surgical diversion.
5. Congenital Conditions: Such as Hirschsprung’s disease or birth defects affecting

bowel function.
6. Bowel Obstruction: Caused by scar tissue, tumors, or other blockages.

Types of Ileostomies

There are two main types of ileostomies:

1. End Ileostomy: Often permanent, where the end of the ileum is brought through the
abdomen to form the stoma.

2. Loop Ileostomy: Typically temporary, where a loop of the ileum is brought out and
supported, allowing stool to bypass a specific area for healing.



The Procedure

The surgery is performed under general anesthesia and involves the following steps:

1. Removal or bypass of the affected part of the colon or rectum.
2. Creation of the stoma by bringing the ileum through the abdominal wall.
3. Securing the stoma to the skin.

Depending on the patient's condition, the procedure may be part of a larger operation, such as a
colectomy or proctectomy.

Living with an Ileostomy: Adjustments and Challenges

Adapting to life with an ileostomy requires both physical and emotional adjustments. Here are
some key aspects:

1. Managing the Stoma: Patients must learn how to care for their stoma, change the
pouching system, and prevent skin irritation. Stoma nurses and healthcare teams
provide essential education and support.

2. Dietary Adjustments: Foods may need to be introduced gradually, emphasizing staying
hydrated and avoiding blockages. High-fiber foods, nuts, and seeds may require special
attention.

3. Emotional Well-being: The visible changes to the body can affect self-image and
confidence. Support groups and counseling can help patients cope with these
challenges.

4. Social and Physical Activities: Many patients return to regular activities, including
exercise and travel, but with some adaptations.

Complications to Watch For

While ileostomies can significantly improve quality of life, complications may arise, including:

● Skin Irritation: Due to leakage or poorly fitting appliances.
● Dehydration: As the large intestine is no longer absorbing water.
● Stoma Blockages: Often caused by undigested food or narrowing of the stoma.
● Hernias or Prolapse: When the stoma bulges or extends outward.

Regular follow-ups with healthcare providers help identify and address these issues early.

Benefits of an Ileostomy

Despite the challenges, ileostomies can offer tremendous relief and improve the quality of life for
individuals suffering from debilitating gastrointestinal diseases. For many, it marks a new
beginning, free from chronic pain, severe illness, or life-threatening conditions.



Resources and Support

Living with an ileostomy is a unique journey, but no one has to face it alone. Resources like the
United Ostomy Associations of America (UOAA) provide education, advocacy, and support
networks for patients and their families. Specialized stoma nurses can also be invaluable
partners in care.


