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Questions and Answers about Gallbladder 

Surgery 

Question: What is the difference between laparoscopy and open 

surgery? 

Answer: Laparoscopy is done with a long, thin device containing 

a light and camera called a laparoscope. This device will send live 

video from inside the abdomen during surgery allowing the doctor 

to see what’s going on. For laparoscopy, only small incisions are 

needed to insert the scope and other tools. 

In an open surgery, uses one larger incision through which the 

doctor is able to reach the gallbladder and perform the procedure. 

Because the incision is larger and the procedure is more invasive, 

open surgery will likely take longer to recover from. 

Question: Which type of surgery will I have? 

Answer: The most common method for removing the gallbladder 

is laparoscopy. However, certain factors may mean open surgery 

is the safer option for you. Your surgeon will discuss with you 

which option is better for you case. Be sure to ask any questions 

you might have. Keep in mind, there is a chance that your doctor 

will need to switch from laparoscopy to an open procedure during 

surgery. 

Question: Why not just remove the gallstones? 

Answer: Unless, the gallbladder is removed completely, it is likely 

that more gallstones will form. However, there are other reasons 

besides gallstones that cause the gallbladder to need removed. 

If you are pregnant… 

Because of hormone changes, gallbladder problems are more 

likely during pregnancy. If you are pregnant and your gallbladder 

needs removed, your procedure will likely be delayed until after 

you give birth. However, if your symptoms are severe it may be 

advised to have surgery during your pregnancy in order to protect 

your health and the health of the baby. Your doctor will discuss 

the options with you. 
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Forming Gallstones 

The most common cause of gallbladder issues is gallstones. 

Gallstones form when substances in the bile crystallize and 

become a solid, like a stone. Sometimes, a patient may have 

gallstones and not experience any symptoms. But, other times, 

they can irritate the walls of the gallbladder. Additionally, there is a 

risk that gallstones will move into and block nearby ducts. This 

blocking can lead to pain, nausea, infection and jaundice—a 

buildup of bile chemicals in the blood—which causes yellowing of 

the skin and eyes, dark urine, and itching. 

 Problems in the Common Bile Duct 

The common bile duct is the junction of ducts between the liver 

and gallbladder and it is a common place where blockages 

occur—most often by a stone moving from the gallbladder into the 

duct. When the common bile duct is blocked, bile backs up into 

the lives and causes jaundice. If a gallstone blocks the junction 

with the pancreatic duct, the pancreas can become inflamed thus 

causing pancreatitis, a serious medical condition requiring 

immediate treatment.  

 



Your Treatment Options 

After conducting a complete evaluation, your doctor will sit down 

and discuss your treatment options with you. It is important to 

learn all the benefits and risks of all treatment options to ensure 

you are best informed and able to help your doctor ensure your 

needs are met. If you have any questions, be sure to ask your 

doctor. 

Tests You May Have 

Your doctor will likely need to order one or more of the below tests 

to learn more about your gallbladder problem. 

• Imaging Tests – If your doctor suspects you have 
gallstones, they will schedule you for an ultrasound. An ultrasound 
uses painless sound waves to check your abdomen for gallstones. 
Additionally a CT scan—a series of x-rays showing detailed 
images of the body—may be done to help your doctor rule out any 
other possible causes of your abdominal pain. 

• HIDA – A Hepatobiliary scan uses a marker (radioactive 
fluid) to check your gallbladder function. A HIDA scan does this by 
showing the filling and emptying of the gallbladder as well as 
showing whether any bile ducts are blocked. When the test is 
complete, the radioactive fluid will pass safely from the body. 

• ERCP – An Endoscopic Retrograde 
Cholangiopancreatography uses a thin, flexible scope which is 
guided from the mouth down to the stomach and into the common 
bile duct. The scope helps to find stones that may be blocking the 
bile duct as well as maybe helping to remove stones that have 
traveled to the duct. ERCP may be done before or after surgery 
and sometimes done both before and after. 

Be Informed 

If you’ve experienced one or more painful attacks, it may be 

recommended that you have your gallbladder removed thus 

preventing future attacks and preventing complications. After the 

gallbladder is removed, your body is still able to make bile in the 

liver to aid in digestion. It is important that you know what all your 

treatment options are and are aware of the risks of having and not 

having surgery. 

If you wait to have surgery… 

You may not experience immediate problems from your 

gallstones. The longer you delay surgery the more likely 

complications become. These complications include: 

• Continued or worsened pain 

• Blockage of the common bile duct which can cause 
infection or jaundice 

• Sudden sever inflammation of the gallbladder or 
pancreas  

 



Getting Ready for your Surgery 

Be sure to follow all instructions given to you by your doctor about 

getting ready for surgery. These include: 

• Talk to your doctor about medications, supplements, or 
herbs you take. You may be asked to discontinue taking 
them before your surgery. 

• Stop taking medications as directed. If you take a 
medication that prevents blood clots, be sure to ask your 
doctor what you should do. 

• Stop eating and drinking as instructed before your surgery 
• Arrange for an adult family member or friend to give you a 

ride to and from surgery 

Risks and Complications 

Although gallbladder surgery is safe, there are risks and 

complications associated with it as with all surgery. Be sure to 

discuss any concerns you have with your doctor. Risks and 

possible complications include: 

• Bleeding, blood clots 

• Infection 
• Inflamed pancreas (pancreatitis) 
• Injury to the common bile duct, nearby organs, or blood 

vessels 
• Prolonged diarrhea 

• Bile leakage into the abdomen 
• Neuroma (painful spot) or numbness near incisions 
• Hernia at an incision site 
• Bowel obstruction 
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Your Surgery 

Most gallbladder problems are treated using laparoscopy but 

sometimes it may be necessary to complete the procedure using 

open surgery. There is also a chance that your doctor may need 

to switch from laparoscopy to open surgery during the procedure. 

This does not necessarily mean something is wrong, it may just 

mean a larger incision is required to safely complete surgery. 

The Day of Surgery 

During surgery preparations, you may be asked to give your name 

and procedure several times for your safety. You will be given and 

intravenous (IV) line to provide fluids and medications. Then, you 

will be given general anesthesia to prevent pain. The anesthesia 

will put you in a deep sleep state during the surgery. 

 Laparoscopic Surgery (diagrams) Small incisions are 

made in the abdomen and harmless gas is used to lift the 

abdominal wall away from the internal organs letting your surgeon 

have a view of the gallbladder through the camera on the 

laparoscope. 

Small metal or plastic clips are used to close of the bile duct and 

blood vessels. These will stay in the body and help prevent 

bleeding and bile leaks. Once the clips are in place, the 

gallbladder is detached from the liver. 

The gallbladder may need to be put into a bag to prevent leaks. If 

this is necessary, the top is raised through an incision and the 

contents, including any stones, may be removed before the 

gallbladder is removed. 

 Open Surgery (diagrams) A single incision is made in the 

abdomen either in the upper right side or middle. This open 

incision gives your doctor a view of the gallbladder and bile ducts. 

Small clips or sutures are used to close of the bile duct and blood 

vessels. These will stay in the body and help prevent bleeding and 

bile leaks. 

Once the clips are secured, the gallbladder is detached from the 

liver and then removed from the abdomen. Once the gallbladder is 

removed, bile will flow directly from the liver to the small intestine. 

To finish, the incision is closed with sutures and staples. 

Using X-Rays 

In some cases, a cholangiogram catheter may be inserted in the 

bile duct. This is a thin tube used to inject contrast fluid so that an 

x-ray may be taken of the duct to show whether any stones have 

moved from the gallbladder into the duct. 
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Robotic Surgery 

da Vinvci Surgery 

Ask your doctor about multi-port and single-site da Vinci surgery. 

Single-site is performed through a single incision using state of 

the art precision instruments. Patients who choose single-site da 

Vinci surgery have virtually no scar remaining due to the surgery 

being performed through a single incision in the belly button. By 

entering through this small incision in the belly button, surgeons 

are able to dramatically limit visible scarring. 

The primary potential benefits of Single-Site da Vinci surgery 

include: 

• Minimal scarring 

• Minimal pain 

• Low blood loss 

• Fast recovery 

• Short hospital stay 

• High patient satisfaction 
 
As with any surgery, however, these benefits cannot be 
guaranteed since surgery is unique to each patient and 
procedure. 
 
The Enabling Technology 
da Vinci Surgical System 
 
The da Vinci Surgical System is designed to provide 
surgeons with enhanced capabilities, including high-
definition 3D vision and a magnified view. Though it is often 
called a “robot,” da Vinci cannot act on its own. The surgery 
is entirely by your doctor. He or she controls the da Vinci 
System, which translates all hand movements into smaller, 
more precise movements of tiny instruments inside your 
body. 
 
Together, da Vinci technology allows your doctor to 
perform complex procedures through just a few tiny 
openings. As a result, you can get back to your life without 
the usual recovery following major surgery.  
 

The da Vinci System has been used successfully worldwide in 

hundreds of thousands of procedures to date.  
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DEPRESSION and  
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