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Condition Basics

What are gallstones?

Gallstones are stones that form in the gallbladder. The gallbladder is a small sac located just under the liver. It stores bile
released by the liver. Bile helps you digest fats. Gallstones can be smaller than a grain of sand or as large as a golf ball.

Gallstones form when cholesterol and other things found in bile make stones. They can also form if the gallbladder doesn't
empty as it should.

Gallstones can also form in the common bile duct or cystic duct. These tubes carry bile from the gallbladder and the liver to the
small intestine.

What causes them?

Gallstones form when cholesterol and other substances found in bile make stones. They can also form if the gallbladder doesn't
empty as it should. People who are overweight or who are trying to lose weight quickly are more likely to get gallstones.

What are the symptoms?

Most people who have gallstones don't have symptoms. If you have symptoms, you likely will have pain in your stomach or the
upper right part of your belly. Pain may spread to your right upper back or shoulder blade area. When gallstones block a bile
duct, you may have pain with fever and chills.

How are they diagnosed?

Your doctor will do a physical examination and ask you questions about when the pain in your belly started, where it is, and if it
comes and goes or is always there. If your doctor thinks you have gallstones, he or she may order an ultrasound of the belly to
confirm the diagnosis.

How are gallstones treated?

If you don't have symptoms, you probably don't need treatment. If your first gallstone attack causes pain, your doctor may tell
you to take pain medicine and wait to see if the pain goes away. If you have more attacks, you may want to have your
gallbladder removed.

How can you prevent them?

There is no sure way to prevent gallstones. But you can reduce your risk of forming gallstones that can cause symptoms.

Stay at a healthy weight. If you need to lose weight, do so slowly and sensibly.

Eat regular, balanced meals.

Be active, and exercise regularly.
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Gallstones: Should I Have Gallbladder Surgery?

Cause

Gallstones develop when cholesterol and other substances in
the bile form crystals that become hard stones in the
gallbladder. The gallbladder is a small sac located just under the
liver. Gallstones can form when too much cholesterol is in the
bile or when the gallbladder does not empty properly.

What Increases Your Risk

Your chances of forming gallstones that can cause symptoms
are higher if you:

Are female. Females are twice as likely as males to have
gallstones.

Are older than 55.

Are Indigenous or Hispanic.

Have a family history of gallstones.
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You may also be increasing your risk for gallstones if you:

Are overweight.

Lose weight rapidly or lose weight by dieting and then gain weight back again.

Are pregnant.

Are taking estrogen (after menopause) or high-dose birth control pills.

Get very little or no exercise.

Do not eat for a period of time (fast).

Symptoms

Most people who have gallstones don't have symptoms. When symptoms occur, they can include:

Pain in the pit of your stomach or in the upper right part of your belly. It may spread to your right upper back or shoulder
blade area.

Pain that may come and go or be steady. It may get worse when you eat.

Fever and chills, if a gallstone is blocking a bile duct and causing an infection.

Yellowing of your skin and the whites of your eyes.

Pain can last 15 minutes to 24 hours. Continuous pain for 1 to 5 hours is common. The pain may begin at night and be severe
enough to wake you. Pain often starts after eating food that is high in fat. The pain usually makes it hard to get comfortable.
Moving around doesn't make the pain go away.

What Happens

The progression of gallstones depends on whether you have symptoms. Most people with gallstones have no symptoms and do
not need treatment.

The most common problem caused by gallstones occurs when a gallstone blocks the cystic duct that drains the gallbladder. It
often causes bouts of pain that come and go as the gallbladder contracts and expands. The bouts of pain are often severe and
steady. The pain can last from 15 minutes to up to 6 hours. And the pain may get worse after a meal. Symptoms usually improve
within a few days.

If the pain is severe or if you have had gallbladder pain before, you may need to have your gallbladder removed.

In rare cases, gallstones can cause pancreatitis, an inflammation of the pancreas. Gallstones back up the flow of digestive
enzymes made by the pancreas. Pancreatitis may cause sudden, severe belly pain, loss of appetite, nausea and vomiting, and
fever.

Learn more

Pancreatitis

When to Call

Call
911
or other emergency services immediately if you:

Have sudden or severe abdominal pain.

Have trouble breathing.

Faint or lose consciousness.

Call your doctor now if you have:

Pain that may be caused by gallstones (continuous moderate to severe pain in the upper right abdomen) along with a
fever of 38°C (100.4°F) or higher and chills that are clearly not caused by an upset stomach or any other reason.

Pain in the upper midsection or upper right abdomen, along with a yellow tint to your skin and the white part of your eyes,
dark yellow-brown urine, or light-coloured stools.

Diabetes or an impaired immune system and you have symptoms that may be caused by gallstones.

If you have symptoms of gallstones but no fever, chills, or yellowing of your skin or the white part of your eyes, you may still
need to be checked and treated. Schedule an appointment with your doctor.

Watchful waiting

Watchful waiting means taking a wait-and-see approach. You and your doctor watch your symptoms or condition to see if you
need treatment. It's often the first approach to a first attack of gallstone pain.

Check your symptoms

Abdominal Pain, Age 12 and Older
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Examinations and Tests

Most people who have gallstones don't know it because they don't have symptoms.

If you have symptoms, your doctor will do a physical examination. He or she will ask you questions about when the pain in your
belly started, where it is, and if it comes and goes or is always there. If your doctor thinks you have gallstones, your doctor may
order tests to confirm the diagnosis. Tests might include:

An abdominal ultrasound. This is the best way to confirm gallstones. A technologist moves a wand across your belly to
create pictures on a screen.

A gallbladder scan. Your doctor may do this if your ultrasound didn't show gallstones. In this test, a special dye is injected
into a vein in your arm.

An endoscopic retrograde cholangiopancreatogram (ERCP). This test checks the tubes (ducts) that drain the liver,
gallbladder, and pancreas. A flexible, lighted scope (endoscope) and X-ray pictures are used.

What a gallstone looks like on an abdominal
ultrasound

Courtesy of Intermountain Medical Imaging, Boise, Idaho.

Figure 1 shows a normal gallbladder on ultrasound. Figure 2
shows a large gallstone in the gallbladder.

Learn more

Abdominal Ultrasound

Endoscopic Retrograde Cholangiopancreatogram (ERCP)

HIDA Scan

Treatment Overview

If you don't have symptoms, you probably don't need treatment.

If you do have symptoms and your first gallstone attack causes pain, your doctor may tell you to take pain medicine and wait to
see if the pain goes away. You may never have another attack. Waiting to see what happens usually won't cause problems.

If you have a second attack, you may want to have your gallbladder removed. A second attack means you're more likely to have
future attacks. Many people have their gallbladders removed. And the body works fine without a gallbladder.

Learn more

Gallstones: Should I Have Gallbladder Surgery?

Self-Care

Rest until you feel better.

Be safe with medicines. Read and follow all instructions on the label.

If the doctor gave you a prescription medicine for pain, take it as prescribed.

If you are not taking a prescription pain medicine, ask your doctor if you can take an over-the-counter medicine.

Avoid foods that cause symptoms, especially fatty foods. These can make the gallbladder tighten and cause pain.

Surgery

Surgery to remove the gallbladder (cholecystectomy) is the treatment of choice for gallstones that cause moderate to severe
pain or other symptoms. Symptoms usually don't return after the gallbladder is removed. If you have certain health problems,
surgery may also be done even if you don't have symptoms. In a small number of cases, surgery may be done to prevent other
problems from gallstones.

Laparoscopic surgery is the most common way to remove the gallbladder. A doctor puts a lighted viewing tool and surgical
tools into your belly through several small cuts. People who have this surgery usually recover in about 1 week.

Open surgery involves one larger cut. The gallbladder is removed through this cut. It may be done if laparoscopic surgery isn't
an option. Or it may be done when other problems are found during laparoscopic surgery. This type of surgery requires a
longer recovery period. It also causes more pain.

Learn more

Gallstones: Should I Have Gallbladder Surgery?

Laparoscopic Gallbladder Removal Surgery for Gallstones

Open Gallbladder Surgery for Gallstones
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IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

This information does not replace the advice of a doctor. Healthwise, Incorporated disclaims any warranty or liability for your
use of this information. Your use of this information means that you agree to the Terms of Use and Privacy Policy. Learn how we
develop our content.

Healthwise, Healthwise for every health decision, and the Healthwise logo are trademarks of Healthwise, Incorporated.
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Find Services and Resources

If you are looking for health services in your community, you can use the HealthLinkBC Directory to find hospitals, clinics,
and other resources.

FIND Services and Resources

If you or someone in your care has chest pains, difficulty breathing, or
severe bleeding, it could be a life-threatening emergency. Call 9-1-1
or the local emergency number immediately.

If you are concerned about a possible poisoning or exposure to a
toxic substance, call Poison Control now at 1-800-567-8911.
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