
Choledocholithiasis: Causes, Symptoms, Diagnosis, and Treatment

Overview of Choledocholithiasis

Choledocholithiasis occurs when one or more gallstones become lodged in the common bile
duct (CBD), the pathway that carries bile from the liver and gallbladder to the small intestine.
Bile plays a vital role in digestion, particularly in breaking down fats. When gallstones obstruct
the CBD, bile cannot flow normally, leading to a buildup that can cause pain, inflammation, and
potentially serious complications, including infections and pancreatitis.

Choledocholithiasis requires prompt diagnosis and treatment to prevent complications.
Treatment often involves procedures to remove the stone(s) and restore bile flow, and in some
cases, surgery to address underlying gallbladder disease.

Causes of Choledocholithiasis

The primary cause of choledocholithiasis is gallstones, which typically form in the gallbladder
and can migrate into the common bile duct. Less commonly, gallstones may form directly in the
bile ducts due to bile stasis or infection. Key factors contributing to choledocholithiasis include:

● Gallstones in the Gallbladder: Most stones causing choledocholithiasis originate in the
gallbladder and migrate into the bile duct.

● Biliary Stasis: Slow or obstructed bile flow can lead to stone formation within the ducts.
● Infections: Infections in the bile duct, such as cholangitis, can lead to stone formation.
● Biliary Anatomical Abnormalities: Conditions like biliary strictures (narrowing of bile

ducts) or choledochal cysts (cystic dilations of the bile duct) increase the risk of stone
formation in the bile ducts.

● Malignancy: Cancer of the bile ducts can also lead to obstruction which can be hard to
diagnose

Risk Factors for Choledocholithiasis

Certain risk factors increase the likelihood of developing choledocholithiasis. These are similar
to the risk factors for gallstones and include:

● Age and Gender: Choledocholithiasis is more common in older adults and women.
● Obesity and High-Fat Diets: Obesity and diets high in cholesterol increase the risk of

gallstone formation.
● Genetics: Family history plays a role in the development of gallstones, which can lead to

choledocholithiasis.
● Pregnancy and Hormonal Factors: Pregnancy and estrogen-containing medications

can alter bile composition and promote gallstone formation.



● Chronic Conditions: Diseases like diabetes, cirrhosis, and biliary infections increase
the likelihood of bile duct stones.

● Prior Gallstone Disease or Surgery: Individuals with a history of gallstones or
gallbladder surgery are at higher risk of developing choledocholithiasis.

Symptoms of Choledocholithiasis

Choledocholithiasis symptoms vary depending on the extent of bile duct obstruction and
whether complications, such as infection or inflammation, are present. Common symptoms
include:

● Abdominal Pain: Pain is typically felt in the upper right abdomen or center and may
radiate to the back or right shoulder.

● Jaundice: Obstruction in the bile duct can lead to bile backup, causing yellowing of the
skin and eyes.

● Dark Urine and Pale Stools: Bile obstruction can affect stool color, leading to pale
stools and darkened urine.

● Nausea and Vomiting: Nausea, sometimes accompanied by vomiting, is common.
● Fever and Chills: These symptoms are typically associated with an infection in the bile

ducts, such as acute cholangitis, which can develop due to stone obstruction.

Complications of Choledocholithiasis

If untreated, choledocholithiasis can lead to severe complications:

● Acute Cholangitis: Infection and inflammation of the bile duct, which is life-threatening
if not treated promptly.

● Acute Pancreatitis: Obstruction of the pancreatic duct or ampulla of Vater (where the
bile duct empties) can cause pancreas inflammation, leading to severe abdominal pain.

● Biliary Cirrhosis: Prolonged bile duct obstruction can cause liver damage and biliary
cirrhosis.

● Liver Abscess: In severe cases, bile duct infection can result in liver abscess formation.

Diagnosis of Choledocholithiasis

Diagnosing choledocholithiasis involves a combination of medical history, physical examination,
and various imaging and laboratory tests. Common diagnostic methods include:

● Blood Tests: Elevated liver enzymes, bilirubin, and white blood cells may indicate bile
duct obstruction or infection.

● Ultrasound: Often the first imaging test used, ultrasound can detect stones in the
gallbladder and bile duct dilation, suggesting obstruction.



● Magnetic Resonance Cholangiopancreatography (MRCP) is a noninvasive MRI
technique that provides detailed images of the bile and pancreatic ducts, allowing for
visualization of stones or blockages.

● Endoscopic Ultrasound (EUS): EUS combines endoscopy and ultrasound to provide
high-resolution images of the bile ducts and can detect stones or other obstructions.

● Endoscopic Retrograde Cholangiopancreatography (ERCP): ERCP is both a
diagnostic and therapeutic tool, allowing the physician to locate and remove bile duct
stones using a special endoscope inserted through the mouth and into the bile ducts.

Treatment Options for Choledocholithiasis

Treatment for choledocholithiasis depends on the stone’s size, location, and presence of
complications. The primary goal is to relieve the obstruction and prevent further complications.
Treatment options include:

1. Endoscopic Retrograde Cholangiopancreatography (ERCP)

ERCP is the most common and effective treatment for choledocholithiasis. During ERCP, a
flexible endoscope is passed through the mouth, stomach, and into the duodenum, where
instruments are used to open the bile duct and extract stones. In some cases, a small incision
(sphincterotomy) is made in the bile duct opening to facilitate stone removal. ERCP has a high
success rate and is a minimally invasive alternative to surgery for stone removal.

2. Surgical Treatment

ERCP has a very high success rate. However, In cases where ERCP is unsuccessful or
complications are severe, surgical intervention may be necessary. Surgery is also considered if
the patient has a concurrent gallbladder condition that requires gallbladder removal. Surgical
options include:

● Robotic cholecystectomy: Typically performed in conjunction or after ERCP. Since the
gallbladder is where the stones form, cholecystectomy removes the source to prevent
future episodes. This is typically done during the same admission.

● Robotic Cholecystectomy with CBD Exploration: The gallbladder and any stones in
the bile duct are removed.

● Laparoscopic Common Bile Duct Exploration (LCBDE): This procedure uses
laparoscopic techniques to explore and clear stones from the common bile duct, often
done with a cholecystectomy.

3. Percutaneous Transhepatic Cholangiography (PTC)

PTC is an alternative approach for patients who cannot undergo ERCP or surgery. A thin needle
is inserted through the skin and liver into the bile ducts, allowing the physician to remove or
break up the stones. PTC is typically reserved for complex cases or when ERCP is not feasible.



Preventing the Recurrence of Choledocholithiasis

The risk of recurrence can be managed through lifestyle modifications and, in some cases,
medication:

● Maintain a Healthy Weight: Obesity and rapid weight loss increase gallstone risk, so
maintaining a balanced weight is important.

● Dietary Changes: A diet low in cholesterol, saturated fats, and refined carbohydrates
can help reduce the risk of gallstones.

● Regular Physical Activity: Exercise can help lower cholesterol levels and promote
overall digestive health.

● Medications: In specific cases, bile acid supplements may be prescribed to prevent
stone formation, particularly in individuals with high recurrence risk.

Prognosis and Follow-Up

With appropriate treatment, choledocholithiasis has a good prognosis. However, follow-up is
essential to monitor for potential complications or recurrence, especially in patients who have
not undergone cholecystectomy. Patients who experience recurrence or complications may
benefit from periodic imaging or endoscopic evaluation.

Conclusion

Choledocholithiasis is a potentially serious condition caused by bile duct obstruction from
gallstones, leading to symptoms such as pain, jaundice, and digestive issues. Prompt diagnosis
and treatment are critical to avoid complications, and endoscopic procedures like ERCP are
highly effective in managing this condition. For patients with a high risk of recurrence, lifestyle
modifications and medical follow-up can help prevent future episodes.


