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PANCREATITIS: 
SIGNS AND 
SYMPTOMS

SHARP ABDOMINAL PAIN IS A SIGN THAT YOUR PANCREAS IS INFLAMED.  
THE CONDITION CAN BE ACUTE (SHORT-TERM) OR CHRONIC (RECURRING). 
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The pancreas is an organ that 
is part of the digestive system. 
While it does not digest food 
directly like the stomach, it 
secretes other substances 
— such as enzymes — that 
help to further break down 
carbohydrate, protein and fat 
when they have passed from the 
stomach into the small intestine.

Lying horizontally behind the 
stomach, the tube-like organ, 
which is between six and eight 
inches long, also produces and 
releases hormones such as 
insulin and glucagon into the 
bloodstream to regulate  
glucose level. Problems with 
these two hormones could lead 
to diabetes.

HOW DOES IT GET INFLAMED?
When the pancreas becomes 
inflamed, the condition is called 
pancreatitis. This situation can 
develop should the main duct 
of the organ be blocked by a 
gallstone or a tumour. Because 
the enzymes cannot escape, 
they accumulate and start 
digesting the pancreas itself!
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Dr Tay Khoon Hean’s expertise 
is in hepatopancreatobiliary 
(HPB) and minimally invasive 
surgery, with emphasis on 
difficult gall bladder and bile 
duct operations, laparoscopic 
Nissen fundoplication, lap 
banding for obesity, major 
hepatic resections, pancreas 
resectional operations 
and pylorus preserving 
pancreatoduodenectomy 
(PPPD) for cancers of the  
head of pancreas.

SERVICES
Evaluation and management 
of all aspects of general 
surgery, including: 
• Hepatobiliary (liver) 

surgery (malignant and 
benign tumours)

• Pancreatic and gall  
bladder surgery 

•	General surgery (includes 
gastrointestinal, colorectal 
and endocrine)

•	Advanced laparoscopic 
surgery

• Outpatient surgery
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Besides gallstones and tumours, 
inflammation of the pancreas can 
also occur after a bout of mumps. 
The use of alcohol, steroids and 
drugs are other possible causes of 
inflammation. Alcohol abuse is one 
of the most common causes as 
alcohol changes the composition 
of proteins secreted by the 
pancreas. This causes protein 
‘plugs’ to form and block the 
pancreatic ducts, leading  
to inflammation.

ACUTE VS CHRONIC
Inflammation of the pancreas 
can be acute or chronic. Here 
are tables that describes the 
symptoms and treatment 
protocol for each case:

Chronic
•	 Long-term disease; 

frequent acute attacks can 
lead to chronic pancreatitis, 
but more than 90% of such 
cases is due to prolonged 
alcohol intake

•	 Inflammation may not be 
active, but damage to the 
pancreas has been done, 
and the inflammation could 
recur at any time

•	 Symptoms include 
persistent pain in the upper 
abdomen and back, weight 
loss, diarrhoea and even 
mild jaundice

•	 Commonly, the pancreas 
develops scar tissues 
called fibrosis, calcium 
deposits and inflammation 
of its ducts

•	 Can lead to serious 
conditions, such as the 
inability to absorb nutrients

•	 The first goal of treatment 
is pain relief. The second 
goal of treatment is to 
compensate for the loss of 
function; for example,  
to improve nutrient 
absorption and address 
metabolic problems, 
pancreatic enzymes and 
insulin may be prescribed to 
the patient respectively

•	 In some instances, surgery 
may be required to unblock 
pancreatic ducts

Diagnosis to differentiate 
the two types of pancreatitis 
is aided by techniques such 
as pancreatic function 
tests and X-ray imaging 
with a CT scan or retrograde 
pancreatography (ERCP).

Acute
•	 Isolated and short-term 

episode; about 80% of such 
patients recover completely

•	 Sharp pain in the upper 
abdomen that can travel 
to the back; pain can 
sometimes be aggravated 
by eating 

•	 Abdomen may swell and be 
tender to the touch

•	 Other symptoms include 
nausea, vomiting, fever and 
muscle aches

•	 Treatment involves 
the giving of fluids and 
painkillers

•	 Severe cases can lead to 
failure of other organs, 
such as the heart, lungs or 
kidneys; in such cases, it 
is important to excise the 
portion of the pancreas that 
has been damaged

•	 Can lead to chronic 
pancreatitis
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