
Colonic Pseudo-Obstruction: Causes, Symptoms, and Treatment

Colonic pseudo-obstruction, also known as Ogilvie's syndrome, is a rare condition
characterized by severe dilation of the colon without an actual physical blockage. This condition
can mimic the symptoms of a true bowel obstruction but differs in its underlying cause, which is
often related to impaired nerve or muscle function rather than a mechanical obstruction.

In this blog post, we’ll discuss the causes, symptoms, diagnosis, and treatment of colonic
pseudo-obstruction to help you better understand this condition.

What is Colonic Pseudo-Obstruction?

Colonic pseudo-obstruction occurs when the large intestine (colon) becomes enlarged and
distended, leading to symptoms similar to a mechanical obstruction, such as severe abdominal
bloating and pain. The condition can be acute or chronic:

● Acute colonic pseudo-obstruction (Ogilvie's syndrome): Develops suddenly and
often occurs in hospitalized or critically ill patients.

● Chronic colonic pseudo-obstruction: A long-term condition associated with motility
disorders,nerve and muscle dysfunction, or chronic narcotic use.

Causes of Colonic Pseudo-Obstruction

The exact cause of colonic pseudo-obstruction is not always clear, but it often involves an
imbalance in the autonomic nervous system or the muscles of the colon. Common contributing
factors include:

1. Medical Conditions:
○ Neurological disorders such as Parkinson's disease, multiple sclerosis, or stroke.
○ Metabolic conditions like diabetes or hypothyroidism.
○ Electrolyte imbalances (e.g., low potassium or calcium levels).
○ Severe infections or sepsis.

2. Postoperative Complications:
○ Abdominal, pelvic, or orthopedic surgeries can disrupt normal colon function.

3. Medications:
○ Drugs that slow bowel movements, such as opioids, anticholinergics, or certain

antidepressants.
4. Trauma and Illness:

○ Severe burns, trauma, or critical illnesses can lead to decreased colon motility.



5. Idiopathic Causes:
○ In some cases, no clear cause is identified.

Symptoms of Colonic Pseudo-Obstruction

Symptoms of colonic pseudo-obstruction can range from mild to severe and may include:

● Abdominal distension (bloating).
● Cramping or pain in the abdomen.
● Nausea and vomiting.
● Constipation or inability to pass stool or gas.
● Fever, which may indicate complications such as bowel perforation or infection.

In severe cases, prolonged distension can lead to serious complications, including bowel
ischemia (lack of blood flow) and perforation, which are medical emergencies.

Complications of Colonic Pseudo-Obstruction

If left untreated, colonic pseudo-obstruction can result in:

● Bowel ischemia: Prolonged distension may restrict blood flow to the colon, causing
tissue damage.

● Perforation: The colon wall may tear, leading to leakage of intestinal contents into the
abdominal cavity and peritonitis.

● Sepsis: A life-threatening systemic infection.

How is Colonic Pseudo-Obstruction Diagnosed?

Diagnosing colonic pseudo-obstruction involves ruling out mechanical obstructions and
identifying the underlying cause. Diagnostic methods include:

1. Physical Examination:
○ Checking for abdominal distension, tenderness, or signs of peritonitis.

2. Imaging Studies:
○ X-rays: Can reveal significant colon dilation.
○ CT scans: Provide detailed images to rule out mechanical obstructions or detect

complications like perforation or ischemia.
3. Colonoscopy or Flexible Sigmoidoscopy:



○ Used to inspect the colon and confirm the absence of physical blockages.
4. Laboratory Tests:

○ To detect electrolyte imbalances, infections, or other contributing factors.

Treatment Options for Colonic Pseudo-Obstruction

Treatment depends on the severity of the condition and the presence of complications:

1. Conservative Management:
○ NPO (nothing by mouth): Restricting oral intake to reduce bowel activity.
○ Decompression with a nasogastric tube or rectal tube: Helps relieve pressure

and reduce distension.
○ Correction of underlying issues: Addressing electrolyte imbalances,

discontinuing causative medications, or treating infections.
2. Pharmacologic Treatment:

○ Neostigmine: A medication that stimulates colonic motility and can be highly
effective for acute pseudo-obstruction.

○ Requires monitoring for side effects like bradycardia (slow heart rate), increased
mucosal secretions.

3. Endoscopic Decompression:
○ If medications are ineffective, a colonoscopy may be performed to decompress

the colon manually.
4. Surgical Intervention:

○ Reserved for cases with complications like perforation, ischemia, or if
conservative treatments fail.

○ May involve partial removal of the colon or creating a stoma.

Preventing Colonic Pseudo-Obstruction

While some cases are unavoidable, certain measures can reduce the risk:

● Monitor medication use: Limit the use of opioids or other drugs that affect bowel
motility.

● Early mobilization after surgery: Promotes normal gastrointestinal function.
● Maintain electrolyte balance: Especially in hospitalized or critically ill patients.
● Manage underlying conditions: Treat chronic illnesses that can impact colon function.

When to Seek Medical Attention



Seek medical attention if you experience:

● Persistent abdominal distension or pain.
● Inability to pass stool or gas.
● Signs of infection, such as fever or chills.

Early diagnosis and intervention can prevent severe complications and improve outcomes.

Conclusion

Colonic pseudo-obstruction is a challenging condition that requires prompt diagnosis and
appropriate treatment. Understanding the potential causes, symptoms, and management
options can help individuals and caregivers recognize the condition early and seek timely care.

If you or someone you know experiences symptoms consistent with colonic pseudo-obstruction,
consult a healthcare professional without delay. Early intervention is key to avoiding
complications and ensuring a smooth recovery.


