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What is a colonoscopy?

A colonoscopy is a test that looks at the inner lining of a person's large intestine. The large
intestine is also called the colon (  figure 1).

Often, people have a colonoscopy as a screening test to check for polyps or for cancer in the

colon or rectum. Polyps are growths in the colon that might turn into cancer. If you have polyps,

the doctor can usually take them out during the colonoscopy. Taking polyps out lowers your
chances of getting cancer. People can also have a colonoscopy if they have any of the
symptoms listed below.

Cancer screening tests are tests that are done to try and find cancer early, before a person has

symptoms. Cancer that is found early often is small and can be cured or treated easily.

Doctors can use 5 or 6 different tests to screen for colon cancer. But most doctors think that
colonoscopy is the best test to screen for colon cancer.

When should I have colon cancer screening?

Doctors recommend that most people begin having colon cancer screening at age 45. Some

people have an increased chance of getting colon cancer, because of a strong family history or

certain medical conditions. These people might begin screening at a younger age.

What are other reasons my doctor might order a colonoscopy?

Your doctor might order a colonoscopy if you have:
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* Blood in your bowel movements
* A change in your bowel habits

A condition called anemia that can make you feel tired and weak

Long-term belly or rectal pain that you cannot explain

Abnormal results from a different type of colon test

A history of colon cancer or polyps in your colon

What should I do before a colonoscopy?

Your doctor will give you instructions about what to do before a colonoscopy. They will tell you
what foods you can and cannot eat. They will also tell you if you need to stop taking any of your
usual medicines beforehand. Make sure to read the instructions as soon as you get them. You
might have to stop some medicines up to a week before the test.

The colon needs to be cleaned out before a colonoscopy. Your doctor will give you a special
drink that causes watery diarrhea. It is important to drink all of it to make sure your colon is
clean. If your colon is clean, your doctor will get a better look at the inside lining of the colon. A
clean colon also makes the test easier to do and more comfortable. Let your doctor know if you
have trouble getting ready for your colonoscopy.

What happens during a colonoscopy?

Your doctor will give you medicine to make you feel relaxed. Then they will put a thin tube with
a camera and light on the end into your anus and up into the rectum and colon ( figure 2).
Your doctor will look at the inside lining of the whole colon.

During the procedure, your doctor might do a test called a biopsy. During a biopsy, a doctor
takes a small piece of tissue from the colon. Then they look at the tissue under a microscope to
see if it has cancer. Your doctor might also remove growths that they see in the colon. You will
not feel it if the doctor takes a biopsy or removes a growth.

What happens after a colonoscopy?

Your doctor will give you instructions about what to do after a colonoscopy. Most people can
eat as usual. But most doctors recommend that people do not drive or go to work for the rest
of the day. Your doctor will tell you when to start taking any medicines you had to stop before
the test.
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When should I call my doctor or nurse?

Call your doctor or nurse immediately if you have any of the following problems after your

colonoscopy:

Vomiting
* Fever

Belly pain that is much worse than gas pain or cramps
A bloated and hard belly

A lot of bleeding from your anus
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This generalized information is a limited summary of diagnosis, treatment, and/or medication
information. It is not meant to be comprehensive and should be used as a tool to help the
user understand and/or assess potential diagnostic and treatment options. It does NOT
include all information about conditions, treatments, medications, side effects, or risks that
may apply to a specific patient. It is not intended to be medical advice or a substitute for the
medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment of a health care provider based on the health care
provider's examination and assessment of a patient's specific and unique circumstances.
Patients must speak with a health care provider for complete information about their health,
medical questions, and treatment options, including any risks or benefits regarding use of
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medications. This information does not endorse any treatments or medications as safe,
effective, or approved for treating a specific patient. UpToDate, Inc. and its affiliates disclaim
any warranty or liability relating to this information or the use thereof. The use of this
information is governed by the Terms of Use, available at
https://www.wolterskluwer.com/en/know/clinical-effectiveness-terms ©2023 UpToDate, Inc.
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This drawing shows the organs in the body that process food. Together,
these organs are called the "digestive system" or "digestive tract." As food
travels through this system, the body absorbs nutrients and water.
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Colonoscopy
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During a colonoscopy, you lie on your side and the doctor puts a thin tube
with a camera into your anus (from behind). Then, the doctor advances the
tube into the rectum and colon. The camera sends pictures from inside
your colon to a television screen.
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