
Distal contrast enema



What is a distal contrast enema? 
This is an X-ray examination of the lower part of 
your colon (large bowel) and rectum. In order to 
make the colon visible it is necessary to use X-
ray contrast (a colourless dye). This is done 
through a very small catheter (soft tube) which is 
inserted into your bottom (anus). 
 

What is it for? 
The distal contrast enema is used: 

after an operation to remove part of your •
lower bowel, to check if there are any leaks 
at the join 

after the whole colon has been removed and •
a pouch or ‘false rectum’ has been formed 
out of small bowel, to check if there are any 
leaks at the join 

when only the lower bowel needs to be •
seen. 

 

Are there any alternatives? 
The colon can be examined by performing a 
camera test (colonoscopy or flexible 
sigmoidoscopy) but this will not be able to show 
any leaks. 
 

Is it suitable for everyone? 
Female patients who are or may be pregnant 
must inform a member of staff in advance. 
 

How do I prepare for this examination? 
There is no special preparation. 
 



Who will I see? 
A radiologist or a radiographer will perform the 
examination. A nurse or clinical imaging support 
worker will also be present. 
 

What will happen? 
You will be shown to a changing cubicle and 1.
asked to change into an X-ray gown. You will 
be provided with a dressing gown, but for 
your own comfort you may prefer to bring 
your own dressing gown and slippers. 

You will then be shown into the X-ray room 2.
and asked to take off the dressing gown but 
keep on the hospital gown. The radiographer 
will check your details and explain the 
procedure to you. You will be asked to lie on 
the examination table on your left hand side.  

A small flexible tube will be inserted into 3.
your rectum through which X-ray contrast 
will be introduced. You may be asked to 
move into various positions on the X-ray 
table whilst the X-ray images are taken. 

When the examination is complete the tube 4.
will be removed from your rectum and you 
will be shown to the toilet. 

 

Will it be uncomfortable? 
You may experience some feelings of ‘fullness’ in 
your tummy but it should not hurt. 
 

How long will it take? 
The examination should take about 15 minutes 
but you will probably be in the department for 
about 30 minutes. 



What happens afterwards? 
When we are sure that the X-ray images are 
satisfactory you will be shown to the toilet. You 
will then be able to dress and leave. 
 
Are there any after effects? 
As X-ray contrast is introduced into your rectum 
and lower bowel you will need to visit the toilet 
immediately after the procedure to pass this in 
the usual way. If you have a stoma bag then 
some of the X-ray contrast will also pass into the 
bag, so you are advised to bring a spare. 
 
Are there any risks? 
All X-ray procedures involve exposure to 
radiation in varying amounts, which may add 
very slightly to the risk of developing cancer. The 
length and level of exposure to radiation from X-
rays in medical procedures is strictly controlled 
and kept to the minimum possible.  
 
For this procedure you will be exposed to 
radiation for a few minutes. This equals about 
the same amount of background radiation that 
you will receive naturally from the environment 
over 12-18 months. 
 
There is a very small risk of an allergic reaction 
to the X-ray contrast. Please inform the X-ray 
department if you have had a serious reaction to 
X-ray contrast in the past. 
 

When will I get my results? 
The person performing the examination may be 
able to give you the results immediately 



afterwards. The report will be sent to the doctor 
who requested the examination as soon as 
possible. 
 

About your consent 
Before we carry out any examination or 
treatment we will need your permission – this is 
known as consent. Before the examination starts 
we will explain what is involved and what we 
hope to gain from it. We will then ask for your 
consent to continue. For some procedures it may 
be necessary to sign a consent form, if this is the 
case we will discuss it with you.  
 
If you change your mind about having the 
examination or treatment, you can withdraw 
your consent at any time no matter how you 
gave it. Everything discussed between you and 
the member of staff will remain confidential. 
 
If you would like further information about 
consent or confidentiality, please read our 
information leaflet outlining consent. 
 

Further information 
If you have any questions about the 
examination, or need any further information, 
please do not hesitate to contact us at the 
Radiography department on: 01872 252338. 
 
If you need to change your appointment contact 
the X-ray department appointment clerk on: 
01872 252290.



If you would like this leaflet in large print, 
braille, audio version or in another  
language, please contact the General  
Office on 01872 252690
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