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Introduction 
 
This leaflet aims to answer your questions about having a Proctogram. It explains the benefits, 
risks and alternatives, as well as what you can expect when you come to hospital. If you have 
any further questions, please speak to a doctor or nurse caring for you.  
 
 
What is a Proctogram?  
 
A proctogram is an x-ray examination which produces a series of images that demonstrates 
your bowel movements when you go to the toilet. The purpose of the test is to try to find out 
what may be causing your symptoms (for example, incontinence or difficulty in passing stool). 
 
 
What happens during Proctogram examination?  
 
A trained specialist called a radiographer will perform your proctogram examination. 
 
• You will be asked to change into a hospital gown. 
• You might be asked to remove certain items of clothing and jewellery.  
• You will be asked to confirm some details including date of birth and pregnancy status.  
 
You may be asked to drink a quantity of special liquid called barium for half an hour before the 
examination. The barium shows up on the x-ray and demonstrates if there is an enterocele  
prolapse (bulge) of the small bowel between your uterus and your rectum.  
 
Once in the x-ray room the radiographer will ask you to lie on your left side. A small rectal tube 
will be inserted into your back passage and barium paste (of a similar consistency to  
toothpaste) will be passed into your rectum using a soft tube. The barium paste helps to  
highlight more of your lower bowel. 
 
Once completed you will be asked to bear down and pass the barium paste while the x-ray  
images are being taken. We fully appreciate that this procedure requires privacy, and we will 
make every effort to make you feel relaxed and comfortable. 
 
 
Why should I have a Proctogram? 
 
Your doctor has referred you for this examination to help make a diagnosis or help with your 
treatment plans. It may be a follow-up examination or you may be having symptoms  
 
 
Will I feel any pain?  
 
This examination should be painless. If you are concerned please speak to the radiographers. 
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Additional information 

How do I prepare for my Proctogram examination?  
 
There is no additional preparation or special dietary requirements needed before the  
examination. When you arrive in the department you will be asked to go into a cubicle and 
change into a hospital gown and remove all your lower garments. You need to make sure that 
you are not wearing anything containing metal which would be visible on the images.  
Do not worry if you have a metallic implant, such as a hip replacement. We can still perform the 
examination with this in place.  
 
Clothes and accessories: There are some clothes that can affect the quality of the x-ray and 
you may be asked to remove them and wear a hospital gown.  
 
 
Do I need to give my permission (consent)?  
 
The radiographer will ask you if you are happy for the examination to go ahead. This is called 
verbal consent and might only involve the radiographer checking you are booked for the correct 
examination. If you do not wish to have the examination or are undecided, please ask the  
radiographer so that they can answer any questions you may have.  
 
Remember, it is your decision. You can change your mind at any time and your wishes will be 
respected. However, not having the examination may delay your diagnosis as the referring  
clinician may not have all the needed information. 
 
 
How long will it take?  
 
Usually, the examination takes up to 1 hour, but you may be at the hospital longer if we need to 
see emergency patients around the same time. The images are recorded and the radiographer 
will check them briefly to make sure that they can be used to make a diagnosis. When it is  
completed, you will be allowed to leave the examination room. The radiographer will usually not 
be able to give you any idea of the results at that time. 
 
 
What happens after a Proctogram examination?  
 
As soon as the radiographer is satisfied that no more x-rays are needed, you will be free to 
leave the department. We advise you to drink plenty of fluids (several glasses of water each 
day to quench thirst). The barium will make your bowel motions white in colour for the next few 
days and may cause constipation. Therefore, keep drinking extra fluids until your stools are no 
longer whiter than normal.  
 
It is important to wash away the barium inside your bowel so that it does not become hard  
inside you and cause constipation or even block your toilet! Eating a high fibre diet like bran or 
wholemeal bread can help, but the priority is to drink plenty of fluids. 
 
If you have problems with your heart or water retention, you may not be able to drink this much 
safely. If in doubt or you find you become breathless or your legs swell up, contact your GP. 
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Risks 

Risks  
 
X-rays are of a type of radiation known as ionising radiation. The dose that you get from a  
medical x-ray is very low and the associated risks are minimal. The radiographer is responsible 
for making sure that your dose is kept as low as possible and that the benefits of having the  
examination outweigh any risk.  
 
There are no risks associated with the barium liquid as it is not absorbed by the body. It only 
coats the walls of the oesophagus, stomach and bowel. For a small number of patients, there is 
a risk of aspiration (breathing in) of the contrast. This is unlikely but the risk increases for  
patients with known difficulties swallowing or a previous aspiration. In these cases a safer  
alternative contrast is used which is water soluble. 
 
 
Patients of childbearing age 
 
X-rays can be harmful for an unborn baby and should be avoided by persons who are or may 
be pregnant. It is recommended that the examination is done within 10 days of the first day of 
the onset of your menstrual period. If your appointment is not within this time or if you think you 
may be pregnant please contact the X-ray department. 
 
If you are, or think you could be pregnant then you must tell us prior to, or on arrival for 
your appointment. 
 
 
Are there any alternatives? 
 
There may be other alternative imaging available. However, this has been considered to be the 
most appropriate test for you. If you have any questions please speak to the doctor that referred 
you or with the radiologist on the day of your examination.  
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Finally  
 
The pictures taken during the examination are studied carefully and a detailed report is  
produced. The results will be sent to the person who referred you for the test. They will discuss 
the results with you and any treatment you may need. 
 
You may already have an appointment with the team who referred you. If not, please contact 
them to arrange one to discuss the results of this test.  
 
If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to call the Radiology Department via 
the number given on your appointment letter. 
 



Whiston Hospital 
Warrington Road, 

Prescot,  
Merseyside,  

L35 5DR 
Telephone:  

0151 426 1600 

St Helens Hospital 
Marshalls Cross Road, 

St Helens,  
Merseyside,  
WA9 3DA  

Telephone:  
01744 26633 

www.MerseyWestLancs.nhs.uk 

Ormskirk Hospital 
Wigan Road 

Ormskirk,  
L39 2AZ 

Telephone:  
01695 577 111 

Southport Hospital 
Town Lane, 

Kew,   
Southport,  

Merseyside,  
PR8 6PNT 
Telephone:  

01704 547 471 

As this is a teaching hospital there may be students and observers present during your  
examination as part of their ongoing training. Please let the staff know if you do not wish any  
students to be present during your attendance.  


