
Diverticulosis & Diverticulitis

What is diverticulosis? 

The colon, or large intestine, is the lower portion of the 
gastrointestinal (GI) tract and is about 5 feet long. 
Diverticulosis is a disease that occurs in the colon. 
Diverticula are small pockets that form in the wall of the 
colon. Colonic diverticulosis means the presence of 
diverticula in the colon.

What causes diverticulosis?

Diverticulosis is a condition that is fairly common as a 
person ages. Diverticulosis tends to occur more often in 
developed countries because of the diet low in dietary 
fiber. Another reason diverticulosis may occur more often 
in developed countries is the lack of physical activity.

What are the signs and symptoms of diverticulosis?

Most people have no symptoms with diverticulosis. Since often no symptoms are present, diverticulosis is often 
diagnosed when another test such as a colonoscopy, sigmoidoscopy, CT scan or barium enema is done.

Complications of diverticulosis include diverticulitis and diverticular bleeding.

What is diverticulitis?

Diverticulitis is also a disease that occurs in the colon. Diverticula are small pockets that form in the wall of the 
colon. The small pockets, or diverticula, in the colon can become inflamed and infected at times. This is called 
diverticulitis.

What are the signs and symptoms of diverticulitis?

Pain in the lower left or occasionally the right portion of the abdomen is the most common symptom of 
diverticulitis. This pain may get worse over several days and may vary in severity. In addition, nausea, vomiting, 
diarrhea and constipation are symptoms that may occur. In moderate to severe symptoms a person has more 
severe pain, can't keep any liquids down and may have a fever.

How are diverticulosis and diverticulitis diagnosed?

As stated earlier, diverticulosis is often diagnosed when another test is done, since often no symptoms are 
present, whereas diverticulitis is often diagnosed when acute symptoms are present. The first step in finding 
the diagnosis and the best treatment is a detailed history and physical exam. Based on this information, your 
doctor may order a number of tests. These may include:



• CT scan (most common): During a CT scan, pictures are taken of cross sections or slices of the 
abdominal structures in your body. This includes the colon or large intestine.

• Barium enema: The barium used in a barium enema will help show the large intestine on the x-ray.

• Colonoscopy: Your health care provider may do a colonoscopy to visualize the inside of your entire 
colon, not just the lower portion.

• Sigmoidoscopy: Your health care provider may do a sigmoidoscopy to visualize the inside of your colon. 
A small flexible tube is used to see inside the rectum and lower portion of the colon. If the test is positive, 
your health care provider may recommend a colonoscopy.

How is diverticulosis treated?

The main treatment for diverticulosis is a healthy diet, high in dietary fiber. A diet high in dietary fiber includes 
plenty of fruits, vegetables and whole grains. Avoidance of whole seeds is unproven and not recommended at 
this point.

How is diverticulitis treated?

The treatment of diverticulitis depends on the severity of the symptoms.

Treatment of mild symptoms often occurs at home. Treatment includes drinking clear liquids and the use of oral 
antibiotics. Symptoms should improve in 2-3 days, and the diet can be slowly advanced.

Communication with your health care provider is important if symptoms worsen or do not improve.

Treatment of moderate to severe symptoms of diverticulitis occurs in the hospital. Moderate to severe 
symptoms may include a temperature, worsening abdominal pain and vomiting. This treatment includes IV 
(intravenous) fluids, IV antibiotics and clear liquids or nothing by mouth to rest the GI tract.

If a perforation, obstruction, abscess or fistula (abnormal opening in the intestine) is present, further treatment 
is often needed. Recurrent episodes or a severe episode of diverticulitis may also require surgery to remove 
the diseased portion of the colon. If the surgery is done on an emergency basis, two surgeries may be 
required.

What monitored is important?

Once a person is diagnosed with diverticulitis, an evaluation of the entire colon with a colonoscopy is often 
recommended. This can identify the extent of disease and identify other issues, such as colon polyps. Further 
follow-up with a GI (gastrointestinal) doctor is also recommended.

What is diverticular bleeding?

The arteries supplying blood to the damaged part of the colon may weaken and rupture. This is diverticular 
bleeding.

What are the signs and symptoms of diverticular bleeding?

Diverticular bleeding may not cause pain or other symptoms, but blood may be present in the bowel movement. 
The bowel movement may be maroon or dark red or contain bright red blood, or there may be passage of 
blood without a bowel movement.

What is the treatment for diverticular bleeding?

Treatment for diverticular bleeding will include urgent hospitalization and resuscitation, which will include IV 



placement, IV fluids and possible blood transfusion. If bleeding persists, identification and treatment of the 
bleeding site will be needed. The patient will likely need emergency evaluation with a possible colonoscopy and 
endoscopic treatment. It is also possible that angiography with angiographic therapy or surgical intervention 
may be required.

Visit our website for more information about support groups, clinical trials and lifestyle information.
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NOTE: This information is provided to you as an educational service of National Jewish Health. It is not meant to 
be a substitute for consulting with your own physician. 

National Jewish Health is the leading respiratory hospital in the nation. Founded 123 years ago as a 
nonprofit hospital, National Jewish Health today is the only facility in the world dedicated exclusively to 
groundbreaking medical research and treatment of patients with respiratory, cardiac, immune and related 
disorders. Patients and families come to National Jewish Health from around the world to receive cutting-edge, 
comprehensive, coordinated care. To learn more, visit njhealth.org. 


