
Magnets in the bowel | Tidsskrift for Den norske legeforening

Magnets in the bowel
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The X-ray shows a ring of circular foreign bodies inside the abdomen of a one-year-old child.
The patient had been admitted with a two-day history of vomiting.

Clinical examination revealed mild abdominal tenderness but no rebound tenderness.
Blood tests were normal, with the exception of mild hypochloremic alkalosis and CRP of
25 mg/L (reference range 0–4 mg/L). The patient’s mother was shown the X-ray and thought
that the object in question might be magnetic beads belonging to a sibling.

The patient underwent laparotomy. A ring of magnetic beads was found in the small
intestine about 70 cm from the ligament of Treitz. One of the beads had eroded through the
intestinal wall, as can be seen in the perioperative photograph. The magnetic beads were
removed, and intestinal resection with primary anastomosis was performed. The patient
was discharged on the fifth postoperative day in good general condition, but was
readmitted two days later following wound dehiscence. This was surgically corrected, and
the child was discharged on the third day after the procedure.

It is not uncommon for young children to swallow foreign bodies. The child’s guardians will
often be unaware of the incident, and most foreign bodies will pass through the
gastrointestinal tract without complications (1). However, ingested magnets can cause life-
threatening injury, including obstruction and perforation if the intestinal wall becomes
pinched between the magnets, as in this case and another published previously in this
journal (2). If a child is suspected of having swallowed magnets, investigation with an
abdominal X-ray is indicated as a first step (3). A chest X-ray will also be indicated if the
foreign body could be in the oesophagus.
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