
Exploratory Laparotomy 

What is an exploratory laparotomy? 

An exploratory laparotomy is a surgical procedure where a veterinarian opens the 
abdomen to examine the internal organs.  It’s performed when imaging or tests can’t 
fully explain what’s wrong, or when a problem (like a foreign body or tumour) is strongly 
suspected. 

 

Why does my pet need this surgery? 

Your pet may need an exploratory laparotomy if they have: 

• Suspected intestinal blockage (e.g. swallowed object)  

• Ongoing vomiting or diarrhoea with no clear cause  

• Abdominal pain  

• Internal bleeding  

• A mass or tumour seen on imaging  

• Suspected organ disease (liver, intestines, spleen, etc.)  

This procedure allows the veterinarian to both diagnose and often treat the problem at 
the same time. 

 

Is this surgery an emergency for my pet? 

Sometimes yes.  If your pet has a blockage, internal bleeding, or a ruptured organ, 
surgery is urgent.  In other cases, the surgery may be scheduled if the condition is 
stable. 

 

What happens to my pet during the surgery? 

Your pet will be placed under general anaesthesia.  The surgeon will: 

• Make an incision into the abdomen  

• Examine all major organs  

• Take biopsies if needed  

• Remove any abnormalities (e.g. foreign objects, tumours, damaged tissue)  

 



What are the risks for my pet? 

As with any major surgery, there are risks, including: 

• Anaesthetic complications  

• Infection  

• Bleeding  

• Leakage from intestines (if operated on)  

• Delayed healing  

Your veterinarian will take precautions to minimise these risks and will discuss them 
with you beforehand. 

 

Will my pet need to stay in hospital? 

Yes.  Most pets stay in hospital for 1 - 3 days or longer after this procedure, depending 
on their condition and recovery.  More complex cases (e.g. intestinal surgery) may 
require extended care. 

 

How do I care for my pet at home after surgery? 

You’ll need to: 

• Keep your pet quiet and rested  

• Prevent licking of the incision (use a cone if needed)  

• Check the wound daily for redness, swelling, or discharge  

• Give medications as prescribed  

• Follow any dietary requirements 

 

What is the prognosis? 

The outcome depends on the cause: 

• Foreign body removal: often very good prognosis  

• Infections: good with treatment  

• Cancer: varies depending on type and stage 

Your vet will give a more specific outlook after surgery.  

 



Are there alternatives to this surgery? 

Alternatives depend on the situation and may include: 

• Imaging (ultrasound, X-rays)  

• Medical management 

However, if a serious condition is suspected, surgery may be the best or only option.  

 

Will you find the problem during surgery? 

In most cases, yes—but occasionally no obvious cause is found.  Even then, biopsies or 
further testing may still be needed to help reach a diagnosis. 

 


