
Rectal Bleeding 

Rectal bleeding can be a concerning symptom, often causing anxiety and distress for those 
who experience it. While it can be caused by a range of conditions, some of which are 
benign, others may require medical attention. Understanding the potential causes, 
symptoms, and when to seek help is crucial for managing this symptom effectively. 

What is Rectal Bleeding? 

Rectal bleeding refers to any blood that passes from the rectum or anus. It can vary in 
appearance, from bright red to dark maroon and black, and may be associated with other 
symptoms like pain, discomfort, or changes in bowel habits. The color and consistency of 
the blood can provide clues about its source. 

Common Causes of Rectal Bleeding 

1. Hemorrhoids: One of the most common causes of rectal bleeding, hemorrhoids 
are swollen blood vessels in the rectum or anus that can cause pain and bleeding 
during bowel movements. 

2. Anal Fissures: These are small tears in the lining of the anus, often resulting from 
passing hard stools. They can cause sharp pain and bright red bleeding. 

3. Diverticular Disease: Diverticulosis involves small pouches (diverticula) forming in 
the colon wall which can bleed. 

4. Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD): Conditions such as Crohn's disease and 
Ulcerative colitis can lead to inflammation and ulcers in the digestive tract, resulting 
in rectal bleeding. 

5. Polyps: These are pre-cancerous growths on the inner lining of the colon or rectum. 
Some polyps can bleed, and certain types can develop into cancer over time. 

6. Colorectal Cancer: Rectal bleeding can be a sign of colorectal cancer. 

7. Infections: Certain infections, such as sexually transmitted infections (STIs) or 
gastrointestinal infections, can cause inflammation and bleeding. 

8. Upper GI source: Bleeding can happen higher up in the GI tract such as a stomach 
ulcer 

Symptoms to Watch For 

In addition to visible blood, other symptoms may accompany rectal bleeding, including: 

• Pain or discomfort in the anal or rectal area 



• Changes in bowel habits (diarrhea or constipation) 

• Abdominal pain or cramping 

• Unexplained weight loss 

• Mucus discharge 

When to Seek Medical Help 

While some causes of rectal bleeding may be benign, it’s important to consult a healthcare 
professional if you experience: 

• Persistent or significant bleeding 

• Blood that is dark or accompanied by black stools (indicative of upper 
gastrointestinal bleeding) 

• Severe pain or discomfort 

• Unexplained weight loss 

• Changes in bowel habits that persist for more than a few days 

Diagnosis and Evaluation 

If you seek medical help for rectal bleeding, your doctor will likely begin with a thorough 
medical history and physical examination. Diagnostic procedures may include: 

• Digital Rectal Exam (DRE): A physical exam to check for abnormalities in the anus. 

• Anoscopy: A small scope used in office to look at the inside of the anus 

• Colonoscopy: A procedure that allows the doctor to visualize the colon and rectum, 
often used to detect polyps or other abnormalities. 

• EGD: A procedure that allows the doctor to look inside the esophagus, stomach and 
first part of the small bowel.  

• Imaging Tests: In some cases, imaging studies like CT scans may be 
recommended. 

Treatment Options 

Treatment for rectal bleeding depends on the underlying cause: 

• Hemorrhoids: dietary and lifestyle changes, or medical procedures like rubber 
band ligation or hemorrhoidectomy may be recommended. 



• Anal Fissures: Increasing fiber intake, warm baths, and topical medications can 
help. 

• Diverticular Disease and IBD: These conditions may require medications, dietary 
changes, or surgery in severe cases. 

• Polyps and Cancer: If polyps are found, they may be removed during a 
colonoscopy, and further treatment may be necessary if cancer is diagnosed. 

Prevention 

While not all causes of rectal bleeding can be prevented, certain lifestyle changes can help 
reduce your risk: 

• Increase Fiber Intake: A diet high in fiber can help prevent constipation and reduce 
straining during bowel movements. 

• Stay Hydrated: Drinking plenty of water supports digestive health. 

• Regular Exercise: Physical activity can help maintain regular bowel function. 

• Avoid Prolonged Sitting on the Toilet 

• Conclusion 

Rectal bleeding is a symptom that should not be ignored, as it can indicate various health 
issues, some of which may require prompt medical attention. Understanding the potential 
causes and recognizing when to seek help is vital for effective management. If you 
experience rectal bleeding, consult a healthcare professional to determine the underlying 
cause and appropriate treatment.  

 


