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Colonoscopy 

This resource is for people who want to learn about the colonoscopy procedure. 

  

What is a colonoscopy? 

A colonoscopy is a procedure that involves a long, flexible tube with a light and video 
camera at the end being gently inserted into the rectum and guided through the 
colon. Through the video technology, the specialist can view the entire inner lining of 
the large intestine and identify any areas of concern, such as inflammation (which 
could be Crohn’s or ulcerative colitis), polyps (pre-cancerous growths), or abnormal 
tissue that could be cancerous. The specialist may also take tissue samples 
(biopsies) to investigate abnormalities or to help understand the cause of bowel 
symptoms. Colonoscopies are typically done under sedation, so you should be 
relaxed and comfortable without any pain during the procedure. 

 

Why do I need a colonoscopy? 

There are a range of reasons you might need a colonoscopy, 
including to diagnose disease such as Crohn’s or colitis, monitor 
treatments, or to screen for bowel cancer. To have a colonoscopy, 
you need a referral from your GP or gastroenterologist. 

  

What will I need to do? 

Before your colonoscopy, your bowel needs to be completely empty. The exact 
process differs between people and the type of bowel prep medication you have, so 

Key points 

• A colonoscopy is a procedure in which a long, flexible tube is inserted into 
the rectum and steered around the large bowel (colon). The tube has video 
technology to allow the lining of the bowel to be examined in detail 

• You may be advised to have a colonoscopy to diagnose Crohn’s or colitis, 
monitor whether your inflammatory bowel disease treatment is working, or 
to check the bowel for abnormalities that could lead to cancer  

• You will need to take a bowel preparation medication to ensure the bowel 
is empty before the procedure. This makes the colonoscopy easier to 
perform, improves the doctor’s view, and makes it safer 

• A colonoscopy is generally a very safe procedure with minimal risks  
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make sure you follow the instructions that were given to you. A few days before the 
procedure, you may be advised to follow a low-fibre diet, which avoids wholegrains, 
nuts, seeds, dried fruit, and raw fruits and vegetables. You may also be asked to stop 
certain supplements, such as iron, before the procedure. Always ask your specialist 
for personalised advice about your medications and supplements. 

You will need to take a bowel preparation medication (bowel prep) as advised by 
your doctor or gastroenterologist. This is usually started the day before the test and 
contains a laxative that will cause you to have watery diarrhoea to help empty your 
bowel. Make sure you plan ahead and can stay close to a toilet during this time.  

After starting the bowel prep medication, you’ll need to switch your diet to clear 
liquids only e.g., clear broth, apple juice, clear sports drinks. By the end of the bowel 
preparation, your poo should be liquid, clear or light yellow in colour, and free of any 
solid particles. On the morning of the procedure, you won’t be able to eat any solid 
foods and will usually need to stop consuming all liquids (even water) several hours 
beforehand. This will ensure your bowel is completely empty and you don’t have to 
get the test re-done. 

  

What happens during the procedure? 

You will lie on your left side on an examination table and receive sedation 
intravenously (into your veins). Once the sedation takes effect, the specialist will 
gently inflate the bowel with air and slowly insert the long, flexible tube through the 
anus, into the rectum and through the colon. They will closely examine the bowel 
lining using the camera at the end of the tube. The specialist may also take small 
tissue samples of the colon to be sent for further testing. Anything that looks 
suspicious, such as a polyp, can usually be removed during the procedure. The 
whole process typically takes 20-30 minutes. 
 

More information on colonoscopy, including tips for the bowel prep, what 
happens after the procedure, risks, and costs, is available through the QR 
code below.  

 

For help or information 

Scan QR code for website: Phone: 1800 138 029 

  

 

 

 


