
Gastrointestinal
Foreign 
Bodies
(GIFB)

Gastrointestinal

foreign body

obstruction is a

common and life-

threatening

condition. 

Foreign bodies (FB) can cause serious complications when ingested by cats and

dogs. 

Gastrointestinal foreign body obstruction--when an ingested item cannot pass

through the stomach or intestines--is one of the most common causes for emergency

care.

Any age, breed, or size cat or dog can consume a foreign body and suffer

complications. Young cats and dogs and large breed dogs are more susceptible than

others.

Symptoms of ingestion or obstruction include:

Diarrhea

Vomiting

Painful abdomen

Lack of appetite

Depression/lethargy



CONTRIBUTORS & COMMONLY INGESTED FOREIGN BODIES

Boredom & frustration

Pieces of toys or bones

breaking off

Items getting caught in

mouth or throat during

play

Disorders such as Pica

Curiosity/exploring

environment

Attraction to smells

COMPLICATIONS OF GI FOREIGN BODY INGESTION

There are many common items pets ingest and several contributing factors for

ingestion:

The types and severity of complications depend on where in the tract the foreign

body is, how long it has been in, the material the object is made of, and the

severity of blockage if there is one. The longer it’s trapped the worse the damage

to the gastrointestinal tract. Complications can include:

Leakage can also

occur during or up to

several days after

surgery, possibly

causing infection or

sepsis

Insufficient post-

surgery care

(exercise, licking) can

cause suture ruptures

or infection at site of

incision

Pain

Chemical burns from

objects such as

batteries

Toxicosis from

materials (incl. lead &

zinc)

Peritonitis--

inflammation of

abdominal lining

Perforation of

stomach or

intestines--life

threatening

Intestinal leakage

from perforation can

cause infection &

shock 

Dehydration &

electrolyte imbalance

Obstruction can occur

in multiple locations,

depending on the

object(s) 

Objects such as tinsel

or string can wrap

around intestines

Toys 

Balls

Corn cobs

Bones

Clothing (underwear is common)

Bottle caps

Hair ties

Decoration (ribbon, tinsel, etc.)

Needle & thread

Yarn/string

Common FBs: Contributors:

String removed from cat



REDUCE RISK OF GI FOREIGN BODY INGESTION & INJURY

Buy sturdy,

appropriately sized

toys that can’t be

easily broken or

chewed into pieces

Keep laundry picked

up & train dogs not to

chew or play with it

Prevent boredom with

plenty of stimulation

Reduce scavenging

(keep garbage &

compost out of reach)

Train dogs to avoid

picking up/eating

things they shouldn’t

Supervise play with

chew toys

Don’t allow cats to

play with string/yarn

Keep sewing

materials out of reach

(cats swallowing

needle & thread is a

common GIFB injury)

Decorate for holidays

mindfully (avoid tinsel,

hang baubles out of

reach, etc.)

NEVER pull a string

out of a cat’s throat or

anus (this could cause

intestinal bunching or

strangulation)

Contact a veterinarian

if you see a pet ingest

an object or if they

show signs of

ingestion

DIAGNOSIS & TREATMENT

Diagnosing GIFB obstruction includes evaluating clinical signs, considering any

history of prior instances, ruling out other causes for illness with a complete

blood count and urinalysis, taking radiographs (x-rays), and performing an

ultrasound if radiographs are inconclusive.

Radiographs are the most common diagnostic tool. While they don’t often show

the actual foreign body, they provide evidence of blockage such as dilated

bowels.

The most common treatment is surgical removal, usually through stomach or

intestinal openings. When items are lodged in the esophagus at the base of the

heart or at the diaphragm, thoracic (chest) surgery may be performed.

Evaluation of the condition of organs and intestines is performed during surgery

along with any necessary repair or removal of damaged intestines.
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