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DISCUSSION 
Definition 

 An ingested foreign body is any object (including food) originating 

outside the body and ingested via the mouth into the GI tract. 

 

 Foreign bodies may be accidentally or intentionally swallowed. 

 

 Foreign bodies may cause no symptoms or may cause symptoms 

depending on where they become stuck. 

 



Foreign Bodies in the Digestive Tract  
 
 Foreign bodies may be accidentally swallowed. Children may swallow small, 

round foods (such as grapes, peanuts, or candies), which may become stuck. 
In addition, curious infants and toddlers often accidentally swallow a wide 
variety of inedible objects (such as coins and disk or button batteries), some 
of which become stuck in the esophagus. People who wear dentures, older 
people, and intoxicated adults are at risk of accidentally swallowing 
inadequately chewed food (particularly meat such as steak or hot dogs), 
which may become stuck in the esophagus.  

 

 Sometimes foreign bodies are swallowed purposely, as when smugglers  
swallow balloons, packages, or vials filled with illegal drugs to evade detection. 

 

 A variety of swallowed objects can become lodged in the stomach or intestines. 
Some foreign bodies cause obstruction or perforation. Diagnosis is made by 
imaging or endoscopy. Some foreign bodies can be removed endoscopically. 

 

 Of the foreign bodies that reach the stomach, 80 to 90% pass spontaneously 
through the gastrointestinal (GI) tract, 10 to 20% require nonoperative 
intervention, and ≤ 1% require surgery. Thus, conservative management is 
appropriate for most blunt objects in asymptomatic patients. However, objects 
> 6 cm in length or objects > 2.5 cm in diameter rarely pass through the 
stomach (1). 
 

https://www.msdmanuals.com/professional/gastrointestinal-disorders/bezoars-and-foreign-bodies/gastric-and-intestinal-foreign-bodies


    The 14-year-old girl, who lives in Zhejiang, China, said she had been constipated 

for five days, wasn't able to eat and was experiencing stomach pain. A CT scan 

revealed that there were around 100 "unusual spherical shadows" in the girl's 

abdomen.  

 

     After speaking with the teen about what she'd eaten recently, doctors concluded 

that the unusual shadows on the scan were actually undigested bubble tea 

pearls, which are ordinarily made from tapioca starch. Although the girl claimed to 

have consumed just one bubble tea five days earlier, her doctors said she would have 

needed to consume much more than this in order to cause her symptoms. 

 

     Eating a lot of tapioca balls could "for sure" cause constipation, said Dr. Lina 

Felipez, a pediatric gastroenterologist at Nicklaus Children's Hospital in Miami. 
 



* The physician discovered more than 100 
tiny “granular shadows” dotted throughout 
the teenager’s digestive tract — from her 
stomach, through her intestines and down 
to her anus. 

* She was prescribed a strong laxative. 



 And that's where things get interesting. According to healthcare 

providers who looked into the case of the teenager in China, tapioca 

and other ingredients typically found in bubble tea pearls wouldn't 

show up on an X-ray or CT scan. There had to be something unusual 

in the pearls the girl consumed for them to show on the scan.  

 

 Vladimir Kushnir, MD, a specialist in gastroenterology at Washington 

University Physicians in St. Louis, Mo., told Health that an 

indigestible additive may have been in the pearls. Still, it wasn't clear 

what kind of additive that would be.  

 



 The GP, who declines to be named, paints a graphic picture: “The X-

ray shows that the patient’s body is full of faeces. Pearls are made 

of tapioca starch, which is glue-like. The pearls that are not 

digested well combine with other foods consumed and cause faeces 

to become sticky, which leads to partial or total bowel obstruction.” 

 

 

 But don’t throw away your drink and swear off bubble tea forever. 

Our GP chirps that the occasional bubble tea is harmless: “Every 

food is the same. Don’t eat too much and you’ll be okay.” 









Figure 1:  Ultrasonography revealing distinct marble-like 
objects with hypoechoic rims and hyperechoic centers 



Figure 2: Reconstructed nonenhanced abdominal CT revealing multiple 
small round hyperdensities (arrowheads) in the distended stomach. 
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THANK YOU! 


