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Abdominal Aneurysm

What is an abdominal aneurysm?
An aneurysm happens when a blood vessel gets 
bigger than normal. The bigger the blood vessel 
gets, the thinner its walls get (like when you 
blow up a balloon).
An aneurysm can happen in any blood vessel 
in the body, but is more common in the groin, 
knee joint, and main artery of the abdomen 
(stomach area). When an aneurysm happens in 
the main artery of the abdomen, it is called an 
abdominal aneurysm.
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What causes an abdominal aneurysm?
The causes of an aneurysm are not clearly 
known. They are related to hardening of the 
arteries (atherosclerosis), high blood pressure, 
family history, and/or injury to the artery.
Aneurysms start small and grow bigger over 
time. Abdominal aneurysms usually grow about 
half a centimetre each year.

Who is at risk of having an abdominal 
aneurysm?
•	 Abdominal aneurysms are more likely to 

happen in:
	› males who are 50 to 55 years old or older.
	› females who are 55 to 60 years old or older.

•	 You are at a higher risk of having an 
abdominal aneurysm if you:

	› Have hardening of the arteries
	› Have had an aneurysm in other 

blood vessel
	› Have a family history of aneurysms
	› Have high blood pressure
	› Have emphysema (a type of lung disease)
	› Smoke
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•	 If you have any of these risk factors and 
you are over the age of 50, you should have 
a screening ultrasound. This is even more 
important if you have a family history of 
abdominal aneurysms. 

•	 If you have an aneurysm:
	› Your siblings and children should have a 

screening ultrasound if they are over the 
age of 50.

How is an abdominal aneurysm 
diagnosed?
•	 Most people with an abdominal aneurysm 

have no symptoms.
•	 If you have a small abdomen, your doctor 

may be able to feel the aneurysm by doing a 
physical exam. 

•	 You may need to have an ultrasound and/or a 
CT scan to diagnose and measure the size of 
the aneurysm.

What will happen if I have an abdominal 
aneurysm?
An abdominal aneurysm may rupture 
(burst) when it gets to a certain size. This is 
life-threatening. The bigger an aneurysm is, the 
higher the chance it will rupture.
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How is an abdominal aneurysm treated?
The only treatment is surgery. You will see 
a vascular surgeon (a doctor who specializes 
in the surgery of arteries and veins). They will 
check the size of the aneurysm and decide when 
you should have surgery.

There are 2 ways to repair abdominal 
aneurysms:
1.	 Endovascular repair is done through small 

incisions (cuts) in your groin.
2.	 Open repair is done through a large incision 

in your abdomen.
Your vascular surgeon will talk with you about 
your surgery options.

What are your questions? 
Please ask. We are here to help you.
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This pamphlet is for educational purposes only. It is 
not intended to replace the advice or professional 
judgment of a health care provider. The information 
may not apply to all situations. If you have any 
questions, please ask your health care provider.

Find this pamphlet and all our patient resources here: 
https://library.nshealth.ca/Patients-Guides 

Connect with a registered nurse in Nova Scotia any time:
Call 811 or visit: https://811.novascotia.ca 
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