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HCT:31.1 HB:10.2 FBS:91 2Hpp:104 U/A: normal U/C:Neg
BUN:11 Cr:0/6 HBsAg:Neg VDRL:Neg
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Acute colonic pseudo-obstruction (Ogilvie's syndrome)

INTRODUCTION — Acute colonic distension can occur as a result of three processes:

« Toxic megacolon (eg, as a complication of inflammatory bowel disease or Clostridium
difficile infection)

e Mechanical obstruction

e Acute colonic pseudo-obstruction

Acute colonic pseudo-obstruction (Ogilvie's syndrome) is a disorder characterized by gross
dilatation of the cecum and right hemicolon (although occasionally extending to the rectum) in
the absence of an anatomic lesion that obstructs the flow of intestinal contents. Chronic intestinal
pseudo-obstruction is a separate disorder that is discussed elsewhere. (See "Chronic intestinal
pseudo-obstruction™.)

ETIOLOGY — Acute colonic pseudo-obstruction is associated with an underlying disease in 95
percent of patients [1].

In a review of 400 cases, the most common associations were: trauma (nonoperative) 11 percent,
infection (pneumonia, sepsis most common) 10 percent, cardiac (myocardial infarction, heart
failure) 10 percent, obstetric or gynecologic disease 10 percent, abdominal/pelvic surgery 9
percent, neurological (Parkinson disease, spinal cord injury, multiple sclerosis, Alzheimer
disease) 9 percent, orthopedic surgery 7 percent, miscellaneous medical conditions (metabolic,
cancer, respiratory failure, renal failure) 32 percent, and miscellaneous surgical conditions
(urologic, thoracic, neurosurgery) 12 percent (table 1). There may also be an association with
opiate administration [2]. Several cases in the literature are associated with Cesarean section
(even without bowel injury), normal vaginal delivery, and spinal anesthesia used during
childbirth or surgery.

Cardiac surgery is one of the more common associations with acute pseudo-obstruction.
However, acute pseudo-obstruction is a rare complication of cardiac surgery, occurring during
the postoperative period in only 3 of 5438 patients (0.06 percent) in one series [3].

An increasingly recognized association of acute colonic pseudo-obstruction is chemotherapy,
especially vincristine and other medications (eg, all transretinoic acid [4]) used in the treatment
of a variety of malignancies, including hematological malignancies such as acute myeloid and
lymphoblastic leukemias. Several individual cases and series have been reported in children [5].

PATHOGENESIS — The precise mechanism by which colonic dilation occurs in patients with
acute colonic pseudo-obstruction is unknown. The clinical association with retroperitoneal
pathology or trauma, spinal anesthesia, and pharmacological agents suggests an impairment of
the autonomic nervous system. Interruption of the parasympathetic fibers from S2 to S4 leaves
an atonic distal colon and a functional proximal obstruction [1,6]. However, there is no proposed



mechanism to explain colonic dilation in those patients without obvious involvement of the
parasympathetic nerves.

CLINICAL MANIFESTATIONS — Acute colonic pseudo-obstruction is more common in men
and in patients over the age of 60 [1]. Nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, constipation, and,
paradoxically, diarrhea are the primary manifestations although they occur with great variability
[1,2]. Abdominal distention is always present and can cause labored breathing [1,2].

On physical examination, the abdomen is tympanitic, although bowel sounds are present in
almost 90 percent of patients [1]. Peritoneal signs are absent in the early stages of the disease; if
they develop, they suggest impending perforation.

DIAGNOSIS

Laboratory evaluation — There are no pathognomonic laboratory findings in patients with acute
pseudo-obstruction. Laboratory evaluation may reveal leukocytosis and metabolic abnormalities.
If present, leukocytosis is due to the patient's underlying disease or impending perforation, not to
uncomplicated pseudo-obstruction.

Metabolic abnormalities, especially hypokalemia, hypocalcemia, and hypomagnesemia, are
common, occurring in more than 50 percent of patients [2] and representing the sole
manifestation in about 5 percent of cases [1].

Hypokalemia may be due to a secretory diarrhea with abnormally high potassium content [7-9].
In one patient, immunohistochemistry revealed marked upregulation of apical BK potassium
channels throughout the surface-crypt axes of the colon [7]. Colonic BK channels play a
significant role in intestinal potassium secretion in a variety of disease processes [10].

Imaging — Plain and upright abdominal radiographs show a dilated colon, often from the cecum
to the splenic flexure, and occasionally to the rectum; haustral markings are normal (picture 1).

A CT scan or gentle Hypaque (water soluble) enema is essential for confirming the diagnosis and
excluding mechanical obstruction and toxic megacolon. (See "Toxic megacolon", section on

'Diagnosis'.)

DIFFERENTIAL DIAGNOSIS — The diagnosis of acute colonic pseudo-obstruction can be
made only after excluding the presence of toxic megacolon or mechanical obstruction:

« Patients with mechanical obstruction frequently complain of crampy abdominal pain;
however, lack of pain, especially in the elderly or postoperative patient receiving opiates,
does not exclude that diagnosis. Similar to acute pseudo-obstruction, there are no
pathognomonic physical or laboratory findings of mechanical obstruction. A "cut-off
sign” (lack of gas in the distal colon or rectum) or small bowel air-fluid levels on plain
abdominal x-rays suggest mechanical obstruction, but can also be seen in patients with
Ogilvie's syndrome.



« Patients with toxic megacolon typically appear very ill with fever, tachycardia, and
abdominal tenderness. They frequently have a history of bloody diarrhea or other signs or
symptoms of chronic inflammatory bowel disease. Abdominal upright and plain films
may show "thumbprinting” due to the presence of submucosal edema, or thickening of
the colonic wall (picture 2). Active colitis will be apparent on flexible sigmoidoscopy.

TREATMENT — The objectives of treatment are relief of discomfort and avoidance of
perforation or ischemia, which are associated with mortality [1]. There are few controlled trials
comparing treatments of acute colonic pseudo-obstruction. An approach to the management of
acute colonic pseudo-obstruction is presented in the figure (algorithm 1) [11].

Supportive care and removal of precipitants — Supportive care with removal of precipitants is
the first step in the management of patients with acute colonic pseudo-obstruction. Conservative
therapy can be continued for 24 to 48 hours provided that there is no pain or extreme (>12 cm)
colonic distension.

o Serial physical examinations and plain abdominal radiographs (every 12 to 24 hours) to
measure the colonic diameter and determine which patients need colonoscopic
decompression or surgery [12].

o Treat underlying reversible diseases, such as infection or congestive heart failure

« Maintain the patient on intravenous fluids; oral intake should be avoided

o Correct electrolyte imbalances (particularly hypomagnesemia, hypocalcemia, and
hypokalemia)

o Insert a nasogastric tube and attach to intermittent suction

« Insert a rectal tube and attach to gravity drainage

« Discontinue unnecessary medications, especially opiates, sedatives, lactulose, and those
with anticholinergic side effects.

Patients should be placed in a prone position with the hips elevated on a pillow or the
knee chest position with the hips held high. These positions should be alternated with
right and left lateral decubitus positions each hour.

e Gentle enemas can be administered to patients with Ogilvie's syndrome, although they
were associated with perforation in 5 percent of patients in one report [1].

Pharmacologic agents

Neostigmine — Several reports have suggested that neostigmine, an acetylcholinesterase
inhibitor, may be effective in producing rapid colonic decompression [13-21]. Neostigmine
efficacy is also documented in acute colonic pseudo-obstruction associated with pediatric
hematological malignancies [5].

e The standard dose in adults is 2.0 mg 1V with cardiovascular monitoring [16]. The dose is
adjusted in the presence of chronic renal insufficiency, especially if the serum creatinine
is >3 mg/dL.

« Decompression in response to neostigmine has been achieved in 80 to 100 percent of
patients.



« Time to clinical response is short. In a controlled trial of 21 patients with acute colonic
pseudo-obstruction treated with neostigmine, the median time to response was four
minutes (range 3 to 30) [15]. Prompt decompression was observed in 11 patients (91
percent) who received neostigmine compared to none receiving placebo. Postoperative
patients tend to have a favorable response to neostigmine, while patients with electrolyte
imbalance or those using antimotility agents have been associated with a poor response
[22].

« Side effects may vary. In the above trial [15], the most frequent adverse effect was mild
to moderate crampy abdominal pain, which was transient. Excessive salivation and
vomiting were also noted in a few patients. Symptomatic bradycardia requiring
atropine was observed in two patients. Bronchospasm and hypotension have been
reported.

o Neostigmine should therefore be used with caution in patients with known bronchial
asthma, recent myocardial infarction, and concurrent therapy with beta-blockers. Those
who have underlying bradyarrhythmias or who are receiving beta adrenergic antagonists
may be at increased risk. The use of neostigmine in pregnancy, although reported, has not
been well studied [23].

« Atropine should be available at the bedside, patients should be kept supine on a bedpan
and should receive continuous electrocardiographic monitoring with vital signs for 30
minutes, and continuous clinical assessment for 15 to 30 minutes [16].

Clinical experience suggests that lower doses (1.5 mg) may also be effective and may
possibly decrease abdominal cramping, nausea, and vomiting, which can be severe. A
study in patients with a spinal cord injury suggested that the risk of some side effects
(particularly bradycardia and bronchoconstriction) might be reduced by co-administration
of glycopyrrolate (an anticholinergic agent that has limited activity on the muscarinic
receptors of the colon) [24].

o The reported recurrence rate after neostigmine ranges from 5 to 33 percent. Anecdotal
experience suggests that recurrence may also be treated with repeat administration of
neostigmine with the usual precautions (especially cardiovascular monitoring); it is our
practice not to repeat dosing within 24 hours [16].

« Administration of a polyethylene glycol electrolyte balanced solution after initial
resolution of colonic dilation has been recommended by some experts because it may
reduce recurrence rates. Such an approach has not been extensively studied but was more
effective than placebo in at least one controlled trial [25].

Erythromycin — Erythromycin binds to motilin receptors in the intestine and stimulates smooth
muscle contraction. There are anecdotal reports of patients treated successfully with
erythromycin either intravenously (250 mg in 250 mL of normal saline every eight hours for
three days) or orally (250 mg four times daily for 10 days) [26,27].

Methylnaltrexone — There has been one case report of successful decompression following
subcutaneous methylnaltrexone (12 mg) in a patient on opioids following surgery, after initial
decompression with neostigmine failed [28]. However, large prospective studies are needed to
determine the role of methylnaltrexone in the treatment of patients with Ogilvie's syndrome
associated with opioid use.




Decompression — Decompression in patients with Ogilvie's syndrome may consist of
endoscopic decompression with or without placement of a decompression tube, or percutaneous
tube cecostomy. The latter procedure is more invasive, involving a combined endoscopic and
radiographic approach, and is usually reserved for those who fail initial endoscopic
decompression [29].

« The role of decompression in patient management remains controversial. Success rates
for endoscopic decompression in uncontrolled series vary from 69 to 90 percent
[2,30,31]. However, in a retrospective study of 25 patients with cancer, pseudo-
obstruction, and a cecal diameter ranging from 9 to 18 cm, 23 resolved without
colonoscopy, usually within 48 hours [31]. In addition, the complication and death rates
associated with colonoscopy for treatment of Ogilvie's syndrome are 3 and 1 percent,
respectively, figures which are much higher than in patients without pseudo-obstruction
[31].

o There is no colonic diameter which mandates decompression; the rate of dilation is
probably more important than the absolute diameter of the colon [12,31]. Nevertheless,
an attempt at colonoscopic decompression is indicated when supportive measures have
failed and the colonic diameter has progressed to 11 to 13 cm or there is evidence of
clinical deterioration.

« Recurrence requiring repeated colonoscopic decompression occurs in approximately 40
percent of patients after initial successful decompression [30].

Colonoscopic decompression — The usual pre-colonoscopic bowel preparation with a balanced
electrolyte solution should not be administered prior to colonoscopy. Water enemas can be
administered gently via a rectal tube, but there is often little stool passed following such enemas
because of the dilatation and lack of propulsion in the colon. Although controlled trials are
lacking, the placement of a decompression tube with the aid of a guidewire at the time of
colonoscopy may reduce the need for repeated colonoscopic decompression. The guidewire is
passed through the channel of the colonoscope after reaching the distal transverse colon. Gas
should be aspirated from the colon and the wire left in place as the colonoscope is gently
removed. A decompression tube (customized with several extra side holes, if necessary) can be
passed over the guidewire and left in the transverse colon. To minimize air inflation, the whole
colon should not be examined and the guidewire should not be delivered into the cecum.

Percutaneous tube cecostomy — This procedure is more invasive, and involves placing a tube
using a combined endoscopic and radiologic approach (fluoroscopic guidance). It is usually
reserved for those who fail initial endoscopic decompression [29].

Percutaneous endoscopic colostomy — Percutaneous endoscopic colostomy (PEC) comprises
the endoscopically guided insertion of a plastic tube into the left colon or cecum, allowing
decompression and irrigation.

PEC on the left side of the colon is a minimally invasive endoscopic technique increasingly used
to treat lower gastrointestinal conditions. In a retrospective audit over five years among 31
patients presenting for PEC, insertion was possible in 27 patients [32]. Indications included
recurrent sigmoid volvulus (n = 8), colonic pseudo-obstruction (n = 5), and neurological



constipation (n = 6). In 81 percent, symptoms were markedly improved after insertion. However,
77 percent of patients had episodes of infection that led to tube removal in 44 percent; fatal fecal
peritonitis occurred in 2 of 27 patients. Thus, PEC in the left colon should only be considered in

carefully selected cases in settings where the appropriate expertise is available.

Percutaneous endoscopic cecostomy can be effective for treatment for both acute colonic
pseudo-obstruction and neurogenic bowel when other more conservative measures have failed
[33]. However, given the concurrence of comorbid diseases, these patients need to be monitored
carefully for local infection or bleeding, which may result from associated medical therapy such
as anticoagulants [33], particularly in patients who are being treated in the intensive care unit

[34].

Tube placement, usually in the right colon, using a combined endoscopic and radiologic
approach (fluoroscopic guidance) is another technique described [35].

Surgery — Surgery is rarely required. It is reserved for patients who fail medical and endoscopic
management, and for those who develop signs of peritonitis or perforation. The type of operation
will depend upon the findings at surgery. A surgically placed cecostomy tube or a right
hemicolectomy with primary anastomosis can be performed in patients whose bowel has not
perforated [36].

In the rare patients who have perforated, a total colectomy, ileostomy, and Hartmann procedure
are performed in order to retain the option of future ileorectal anastomosis. The Hartmann
procedure involves resection of the diseased colon, an end-colostomy, and creation of a rectal
stump; this is followed by colostomy closure three months later.

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS — Acute colonic pseudo-obstruction (Ogilvie's
syndrome) is a disorder characterized by gross dilatation of the cecum and right hemicolon
(although occasionally extending to the rectum) in the absence of an anatomic lesion that
obstructs the flow of intestinal contents.

« Acute colonic pseudo-obstruction is associated with an underlying disease in 95 percent
of patients. (See 'Etiology’ above.)

o Nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, constipation, and, paradoxically, diarrhea are the
primary manifestations although they occur with great variability. Abdominal distention
is always present. Plain and upright abdominal radiographs show a dilated colon. (See
‘Clinical manifestations' above.)

« The diagnosis of acute colonic pseudo-obstruction can be made only after excluding the
presence of toxic megacolon or mechanical obstruction. (See 'Differential
diagnosis' above.)

« Our recommendations for treatment are consistent with a guideline for the management
of acute colonic pseudo-obstruction that has been issued by the American Society for
Gastrointestinal Endoscopy (ASGE) (algorithm 1).

« We suggest initial conservative therapy after mechanical causes of obstruction have been
excluded for patients without significant abdominal pain or signs of peritonitis and those



who have one or more potential factors that are reversible. Patients should have serial
physical examinations and plain abdominal radiographs (every 12 to 24 hours).
Conservative therapy can be continued for approximately 24 to 48 hours, provided that
there is no excessive pain or extreme colonic dilatation (>12 cm). (See 'Supportive care
and removal of precipitants' above.)

o We suggest pharmacologic therapy with neostigmine in patients at risk for perforation
(based upon the rate and size of colonic dilation as described above) and those who failed
conservative therapy (Grade 2B). The standard dose is 2.0 mg IV with monitoring as
described above. However, side effects might be reduced by using a lower dose (1.5 mg
IV) or by co-administering glycopyrrolate (0.4 mg V). (See 'Neostigmine' above.)

« We suggest colonoscopic decompression in patients who fail or who have
contraindications to neostigmine (Grade 2C).

e We suggest percutaneous endoscopic colostomy or surgical decompression (with
cecostomy or colectomy) for patients who fail endoscopic and pharmacologic therapy
and for those in whom exploration, lavage, or drainage of the peritoneal cavity is
indicated for other reasons (Grade 2C). Patients treated with percutaneous cecostomy
need to be monitored carefully for local infection or bleeding, which may result from
associated medical therapy such as anticoagulants, particularly in patients who are being
treated in the intensive care unit.
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Ogilvies syndrome associations
Common clinical conditions associated with Ogilvie's syndrome

Trauma, especially fractures

Obstetrical surgery, especially involving spinal anesthesia

Pelvic, abdominal, or cardiothoracic surgery

Major orthopedic surgery

Severe medical illness, such as pneumonia, myocardial infarction, or heart failure

Neurologic conditions

Retroperitoneal pathology, such as malignancy or hemorrhage

One of the above plus metabolic imbalance or medication administration (eg, narcotics,
phenothiazines, calcium channel blockers, alpha-2-adrenergic agonists, epidural analgesics)






