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You have been referred for an abdominal ultrasound examination to 
help find the cause of your problem. This leaflet explains what this 
involves. It may not answer all of your questions, so if you have any 
queries, please ask the member of staff (practitioner) who will be 
performing the scan; they will be happy to help and advise you.

What is an ultrasound examination?

Ultrasound uses high frequency sound waves to obtain pictures of the 
inside of your body without the use of X-rays. It is a safe and generally 
painless procedure. Ultrasound scans are used to help doctors make a 
diagnosis or to assess the effects of a treatment. An abdominal 
ultrasound is usually performed to examine the pancreas, aorta, liver, 
gallbladder, kidneys, spleen and bladder. However, this is not an 
exhaustive list and other organs and areas within the abdomen may be 
examined, depending on your problem.

How should I prepare for the scan?

You will need to drink one pint of clear non-fizzy, non-alcoholic fluid, 
eg water, at least one hour before your scan appointment time. Please 
do not empty your bladder until you have seen the practitioner 
performing your scan. A full bladder is needed to see your pelvic organs 
such as your bladder. You should continue to take any medication 
prescribed by your doctor.

How is the scan performed?

For an abdominal scan, you will be asked to lie on your back on the 
ultrasound couch and expose your abdomen and pelvic area. Tissue 
paper will be used to protect your clothes from the ultrasound gel, 
which will be put on your abdomen. The hand-held ultrasound probe 
will then be placed on your abdomen and moved in different directions 
to help locate the abdominal organs. We will need to apply some 
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pressure to your abdomen, with the ultrasound probe, in order to 
obtain clear images. Some may find this to be a little uncomfortable.

At certain points during the scan, the practitioner may ask you to 
breathe in and hold for a very short time. This is to try to see an 
organ more clearly as breathing can cause a blurred image of the organ. 
If you feel that you may be unable to do so, please do not worry as we 
can work around this, but mention it to the practitioner once you are in 
the scan room. Also, in order to get a better view of certain organs we 
may ask you to turn over to lie on your left or right side. If you have 
mobility issues please let the practitioner know so that they can assist 
you.

Who will scan me?

We have both male and female members of staff who are specially 
trained in ultrasound techniques. The practitioner who scans you will 
either be a sonographer or a radiologist (radiographer or doctor with 
specialist training in ultrasound). Due to being a Teaching Hospital, 
please note that your appointment may be booked on a training list for 
a sonographer or doctor training in ultrasound. If this is the case, they 
will be working in close supervision with a qualified sonographer or 
radiologist. If you have any concerns about this, please inform us before 
attending for your scan.

Will it hurt?

No, having a scan should not hurt. Sometimes the practitioner 
performing the scan has to press down slightly with the probe to see 
certain organs. However, because you will have a full bladder, it can be 
a bit uncomfortable and you may feel as if you need the toilet. Don’t 
worry if you feel you desperately need to go the toilet, there are toilets 
very nearby.
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How long will the scan take?

This is a quick procedure and usually only takes about 15 minutes to do. 
However, please remember that we are a very busy department and you 
may have to wait before you have your scan.

When will I get the results from my scan?

The person who performed your scan will examine the scan pictures and 
send a report to the doctor who referred you for this procedure. That 
doctor will inform you of the scan results. The practitioner performing 
your scan will advise you when you should get in contact with the 
referring doctor to obtain the scan results. This is usually 7 – 10 days.

Is there anything I should look out for when I go 
home?

There are no known risks associated with this procedure and no 
complications after the scan has been done. However, if you do begin 
to feel unwell you should seek advice from your GP.

Further information

If you want further information regarding your abdominal ultrasound 
scan, please feel free to telephone the number on your appointment 
letter which explains which hospital to go to.

Alternative formats can be provided on request. Please call 
the department on your appointment letter or email: 
sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net 
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