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Background Information/Purpose: 

Necrotizing enterocolitis (NEC) is a life-threatening condition of the neonatal gastrointestinal tract secondary 

to inflammation, infection, and ischemia.  Prompt diagnosis is critical as mortality rate is much higher after 

perforation. Radiographs are currently the first-line imaging for evaluating for NEC; however, they may be 

nonspecific or inconclusive. Although bowel ultrasound is not routinely done to evaluate for NEC due to 

limited awareness of its utility among radiologists and clinicians, it can serve as an adjunct to radiography 

and clinical data.  

 

Educational Goals/Teaching Points: 

Upon completion of this educational exhibit, the learner will become familiar with a bowel ultrasound 
protocol for a neonate with suspected NEC. They will recognize what normal neonatal bowel looks like on 

sonography. Finally they will identify bowel ultrasound features of NEC and associated complications. 

 

Key Anatomic or Pathophysiologic Issues, Imaging Findings or Imaging Technique: 

Bowel ultrasound can identify intramural gas, portal venous gas, and intraperitoneal free air and allows for 

evaluation of bowel wall perfusion, bowel wall thickening and thinning, bowel peristalsis, fluid collections, 

and ascites.   

 

Conclusion: 

Plain radiography has its limitations when it comes to evaluating for NEC. Ultrasound has many advantages 

compared to radiographs including evaluation of bowel wall perfusions and thickness, and fluid. At our 

institution, bowel ultrasound is performed when plain radiographs are inconclusive and often leads to earlier 

detection of NEC, potentially improving outcomes. 

 

References: 

Journal: Epelman M, Daneman A, Navarro OM, Morag I. et. al. Necrotizing enterocolitis: review of state-of-

the-art imaging findings with pathologic correlation. Radiographics. 2007 Mar-Apr;27(2):285-305. doi: 

10.1148/rg.272055098. PMID: 17374854. 

 
Journal: Cuna AC, Lee JC, Robinson AL, Allen NH, Foley JE, Chan SS. Bowel Ultrasound for the Diagnosis 

of Necrotizing Enterocolitis: A Meta-analysis. Ultrasound Q. 2018 Sep;34(3):113-118. doi: 

10.1097/RUQ.0000000000000342. PMID: 29369246. 

 

Journal: Staryszak J, Stopa J, Kucharska-Miąsik I, Osuchowska M, Guz W. et. al. Usefulness of ultrasound 

examinations in the diagnostics of necrotizing enterocolitis. Pol J Radiol. 2015;80:1-9. Published 2015 Jan 1. 

doi:10.12659/PJR.890539. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


