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Colonoscopy Information 
 
Colonoscopy is generally recommended when at least one of the following has 
occurred: bowel habits change, blood in stool, persistent abdominal pain, or the patient 
is aged 50 years or older. Colonoscopies are one of the best tools healthcare 
professionals have to detect colon cancer as well as diagnose other gastrointestinal 
issues. 
 
It is recommended that anyone over the age of 50 has a colonoscopy performed every 
10 years. People with a higher risk of colon cancer may have more frequent 
colonoscopies performed depending on their healthcare professional’s advice. 
 
What is the colon? 
 
The colon, part of the large intestine or bowel, is the final 6-foot-long segment of the 
digestive tract where waste is formed into solid stool. The colon completes the digestive 
process and prepares waste to leave the body. 

 
 
After you swallow food, it travels from the mouth through the esophagus to the 
stomach. Once broken down, the food moves from the stomach to the small intestine. 
The small intestine takes the nutrients from food, and the remaining indigestible portion 
moves into the colon. The colon helps prepare this waste until the next bowel movement 
removes it from the body. 
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The colon is difficult to examine because of its shape and location in the body. But, 
when the colon needs to be examined, the best way for a healthcare provider to do so is 
with a colonoscopy. 
 
Why is a bowel prep necessary? 
 
The colon needs to be completely emptied of all stool before a colonoscopy can be 
performed. If waste is inside the colon when the procedure is performed, the physician 
may be unable to view the inside surface of the colon clearly. When the view of the 
colon surface is obscured, it can lead to a longer exam and can reduce its accuracy. It 
may also make it necessary for a second exam or could lead to remaining undiagnosed 
conditions.  
 
The objective of a bowel prep is to remove all solid waste in the digestive tract quickly, 
which in turn will cause diarrhea, leaving the colon clean. The prep must be completed 
correctly before the colon can be examined. 
There are several different bowel preps available. Take the time to discuss your options 
with your healthcare professional. 
Sodium phosphate tablets prep 
These virtually tasteless tablets are taken in a series with clear liquid. They cause the 
colon to absorb water from the body and flush out solid waste. 
 
PEG (polyethylene glycol) lavage prep 
A flushing effect is created to remove solid waste from the colon when up to 4 liters of 
nonabsorbable liquid is consumed. Sometimes the PEG prep will also require the patient 
to use laxatives and drink other additional liquids. 
 
Sodium phosphate solution prep 
This method allows for the absorption of water into the colon to remove solid waste. 
Along with 2 to 3 glasses of a sodium phosphate solution, a person will need to 
consume additional clear liquids.  
It is important that you understand how to finish your bowel prep successfully and know 
you will need to alter your normal dietary habits for a few days before the colonoscopy. 
The key to a successful colonoscopy is to follow your healthcare professional’s bowel 
prep instructions. 
 
What happens during a colonoscopy procedure? 
 
A colonoscopy involves the use of a colonoscope—a long, thin, flexible instrument 
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connected to a camera and video display monitor.  
 
The colonoscope is inserted into the rectum and moved through the entire colon. If the 
healthcare provider notices anything of concern during your colonoscopy, a biopsy 
(removing a small amount of tissue to examine) may be performed. 

 
A colonoscopy makes it possible to find and remove abnormal tissue growths without 
surgery. An abnormal tissue growth is called a polyp (pronounced pahl-ip). A 
colonoscopy is more accurate than all other methods to detect polyps and early cancer. 
The ability to remove polyps during a colonoscopy is a major step toward the 
prevention of colon cancer. 
 
The entire colonoscopy procedure usually takes less than an hour. Mild sedation is 
typically provided to relieve anxiety and discomfort. For this reason, you will be 
required to have someone drive you home after the procedure. Following the 
colonoscopy, you may experience bloating, which will quickly improve. Most patients 
can resume eating a regular diet later that day. 
 
People older than 50 years should undergo a colonoscopy every 10 years. If you have 
additional risk factors, healthcare providers could recommend the procedure be 
completed more frequently. 
 
Before a colonoscopy can be done, the bowel must first be thoroughly cleared of all 
stool—this process is called a colonoscopy preparation or colon prep for short. This is 
completed prior to the exam, as prescribed by your healthcare provider. 
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