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Your Test: Colonoscopy

A colonoscopy is a test that lets your doctor look
inside your large intestine (colon). This test can
be used to find growths (called polyps), cancer,
or other problems, such as what may be causing
bleeding.

This test is done in a doctor's office, a clinic, or
a hospital. Before the test, you will need to stop
eating solid foods. You also will drink a liquid
that cleans out your colon. This will help your
doctor see inside your colon during the test.

A colonoscope is a thin, lighted tube that bends.
Your doctor puts the tip of the scope in your
anus and gently moves it through your colon.
The scope may have a video camera. The doctor
looks through the scope or at a monitor (like a
TV set or a computer screen) as he or shemoves
the scope. The doctor can use the scope to take
a sample of tissue for study (a biopsy).

You will get medicine to help you relax and not
feel pain. Some people find that they do not
remember having the test because of the
medicine. The test usually takes 30 to 45
minutes. It may take longer if your doctor has
to remove polyps during the test.

Who should have a colonoscopy?
A colonoscopy is used to look for cancer or to
find the cause of symptoms. It may be used to
find out why other tests, including stool tests,
were abnormal.

Screening
A colonoscopy is one of the tests that can be
done to look for signs of colorectal cancer before
a person has any symptoms. You might have a
colonoscopy if:
• The result of your stool test, sigmoidoscopy,
or CT colonography was abnormal (signs of
blood, cancer, or polyps were found). A
colonoscopy is the next step.

• You have a strong family history of
colorectal cancer or you have other risk
factors for colon polyps or colon cancer. Talk
to your doctor about when you should be
tested.

• You have had colon cancer. You may need
regular tests to see if it returns.

• You have Crohn's disease or ulcerative colitis
(inflammatory bowel disease). These two
diseases cause swelling and sores in the
colon. They increase your chance of getting
colorectal cancer.

Cause of symptoms
You may need a colonoscopy if:
• You have blood or pus in your stools, or you
are bleeding from your rectum.

• You have stools that are black or look like
tar.

• You have ongoing diarrhea or constipation.
• You have ongoing lower belly pain.
• You have a history of colon polyps or cancer.
Colonoscopy may not be right for you if:
• You are pregnant.
• You have severe heart disease.



• You have diverticulitis. This occurs when
pouches form in the wall of the colon and
become inflamed or infected.

Talk to your doctor if any of these apply to you.

Pros and cons
The following pros and cons apply to using colonoscopy for screening. Other tests may be used
for screening. These include stool tests and sigmoidoscopy.

When checking for the cause of symptoms, a colonoscopy is often your only choice.

ConsPros

•• Colonoscopy has more risks than other
tests that check for colorectal cancer.
These include a small risk for bleeding
or for poking a hole in the colon with the
scope.

Colonoscopy is a very good test for
finding colorectal cancer and polyps.

• If your doctor finds a polyp, he or she
may remove it.

• The test is usually only needed every 10
years. • You need to clean out your colon. This

can take 1 to 2 days, depending on how
your doctor wants you to prepare. You
will probably have to stay home,
because you will need to use the
bathroom often.

• It does not cause a lot of discomfort
during the procedure, because you are
sedated.

• It is a good follow-up option if a stool test
is abnormal, or if a polyp or other
abnormality is found during a
sigmoidoscopy or CT colonography.

• You cannot eat solid food before the
test. You can drink only clear liquids,
such as water, tea, coffee, and clear
juices and broths.

• You will need someone to drive you
home after the test.

• Colonoscopy is expensive compared to
other screening tests.
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