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WHAT IS COLON CLEANSING?
Colon cleansing has been a popular topic recently; 

not a week goes by without seeing a television commer-
cial, a magazine advertisement, or an infomercial that 
describes its purported benefits. Colon cleansing is a 
broad term that encompasses a variety of techniques 
that include fasting and juice fasts; oral regimens that 
contain laxatives, dietary supplements, or herbs; and 
enema preparations and colon hydrotherapy. Common 
colon cleanse preparations include ingredients such as 
senna, aloe vera, sodium phosphate, coffee, flaxseed, 
probiotics, fiber, or magnesium oxide.1 

Colon hydrotherapy specifically refers to a process 
which utilizes tubes to irrigate the colon with water in 
an effort to clean out the colon of fecal matter. In some 
instances herbs or other supplements are also added to 
the irrigation process. A therapist might massage the 
abdomen to help remove waste which is expelled from 
the body by another tube. Colon cleansing is becom-
ing more popular due to advertising that successfully 
attracts potential clients by promoting its natural qual-
ity that makes use of herbs, rather than traditional 
medicine, in order to detoxify the body.

 
PURPORTED “BENEFITS” OF COLON CLEANSING

The advocates of colon cleansing claim that it offers 
a variety of benefits including an ability to increase 
energy level and concentration, improve weight loss 
and well-being, prevent colon cancer, strengthen the 
immune system, and improve overall health. They sug-
gest that cleansing one’s colon can help treat a variety 
of illnesses such as alcoholism, allergies, asthma, cardio-
vascular disease, infections, arthritis and even cancer. 
Given all of the supposed benefits, one would imagine 
that colon cleansing would be a widely accepted pro-
cedure indicated for many individuals. Unfortunately 
the claims made by advocates of colon cleansing do 
not match the reality. 

The rationale behind colon cleansing is the theory 
that toxins and undigested material build up in one’s 
colon over a prolonged period of time and eventually 

are absorbed by the body, resulting in a variety of 
symptoms such as fatigue, headaches, depression and 
weight gain. This theory of autointoxication dates back 
to the ancient Egyptians and was further advanced by 
Hippocrates, the father of Western medicine.1,2 During 
the nineteenth century colonic cleansing became 
more widespread and was considered mainstream, but 
subsequent advances in science have led us to better 
understand the normal function of the colon. It soon 
became apparent that there was no scientific evidence 
to support the theory of autointoxication. Indeed, a 
recent literature search conducted by Mishori and col-
leagues demonstrated no scientific studies to support 
colon cleansing.1 We now understand that the liver is 
the primary organ in the body for detoxification. The 
lining of the colon is designed to prevent absorption 
of unwanted substances and the human body is able to 
naturally eliminate waste material.

 
ADVERSE EFFECTS ASSOCIATED WITH COLON 
CLEANSING 

While colon cleansing has never been proven 
to provide a benefit, it has been associated with del-
eterious side effects that many people may not be 
aware of. Even the least invasive, oral only, regimens 
can be associated with potentially adverse effects 
such as cramping, abdominal pain, and vomiting.1,3 
Significant electrolyte abnormalities and renal fail-
ure have also been associated with colon cleansing. 
Case reports have documented serious complications 
of colonic hydrotherapy such as pelvic abscesses, air 
emboli, colitis, and rectal perforation.1,4 If equipment 
is not properly sterilized, infections can be passed from 
patient to patient. In fact, one outbreak of amebiasis 
spread by colonic irrigation resulted in the death of 
six people.5 Furthermore some treatments are quite 
expensive, while providing no medical benefit to the 
individual undergoing the cleansing. 

The only proper medical indication for colon 
cleansing is preparation prior to a colonoscopy. The 
Food and Drug Administration has never approved 
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any device for non-medical use of colon cleansing. 
Furthermore, though the FDA has written a number 
of warning letters for unapproved use of devices for 
colon cleansing,3 it classifies the additives used for 
colon cleansing as dietary supplements, and does not 
regulate them either. 

 
PROVEN METHODS TO IMPROVE ‘COLON HEALTH’

While colon cleansing may not result in any actual 
benefits, there are simple things people can do to main-
tain a healthy colon. Epidemiologic and observational 
studies have suggested that a well-balanced diet high 
in fiber as well as regular physical activity may protect 
against the development of colon cancer.6,7 A diet low 
in red meat intake is likely beneficial as well.8 Tobacco 
use and alcohol consumption have both been linked 
to an increased risk of colon cancer.9 Finally, making 
sure one is being adequately screened by colonosco-
pies at regular intervals can help identify and remove 

precancerous polyps which may have led to the devel-
opment of colon cancer. 

CONCLUSION
Despite the growing popularity of colon cleansing, 

evidence supporting its benefit is lacking. Techniques 
for colon cleansing include oral regimens, enema prep-
arations and colonic irrigation or hydrotherapy. The 
FDA does not regulate the preparations used for colon 
cleansing. Furthermore, many patients are unaware of 
the potential side effects associated with colon cleans-
ing, some of which can be quite severe. While colon 
cleansing provides no proven benefit to patients, there 
are many ways individuals can improve colon health. 
Lifestyle changes, such as following a well-balanced diet 
high in fiber, participating in regular physical activity, 
and undergoing appropriate colon cancer screening 
will help reduce one’s risk for the development of 
colon cancer.
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