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Colonic diverticular abscess presenting as chronic diarrhea: a case 
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Abstract
Introduction: Several complications have been reported with diverticular disease of colon.
Perforation of the diverticulum of colon may lead to development of abdominal abscesses which
can have diverse manifestations.

Case presentation: This report describes a 72 year-old woman presented with a one month
history of non-bloody diarrhea, abdominal pain, and low grade fever. Computed tomography scan
confirmed presence of a large local air-fluid level within the culdesac area. Laparotomy revealed a
large pelvic abscess which was surrounded between rectosigmoid and uterus with severe tissue
necrosis of rectosigmoid colon and uterus.

Conclusion: Although rarely reported, abdominal abscesses due to colonic diverticulitis may
present as refractory chronic diarrhea.

Introduction
Diverticular disease of the large bowel has been associated
with a variety of unusual complications [1]. Perforation of
a colonic diverticulum may lead to development of an ini-
tial localized phlegmon and even an abscess may occur.
Chronic diarrhea which is defined as production of loose
stools for longer than 4 weeks' duration has been reported
to have several etiologies [2].

To our knowledge, pelvis abscess has rarely been reported
as a cause for chronic diarrhea. Herein, we would like to

present a case of pelvic abscess following a colonic diver-
ticular disease that presented with chronic diarrhea.

Case presentation
A 72 year-old Iranian woman with Persian ethnicity pre-
sented with a one-month history of non-bloody diarrhea,
abdominal pain, and low grade fever. She also com-
plained of anal pain in sitting position and weight loss of
about 10 kg over the last 6 months. The patient was a
known case of end stage renal disease (ESRD) since three
years ago which was on hemodialysis. Since last year, she
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is consuming 15 mg/day prednisolone with the diagnosis
of rheumatoid arthritis.

On her first visit, one month before, she admitted with the
same clinical presentation and was treated with intrave-
nous ceftriaxone and metronidazole. Following the initial
treatment, frequency of the diarrhea subsided and she was
discharged with partial improvement. During follow up,
three weeks later, non-bloody diarrhea, abdominal pain
mostly in lower quadrants, nausea, vomiting, and low
grade fever recurred. On physical examination, she was
fully conscious with a blood pressure of 110/70 mmHg,
pulse rate of 120 beats/min and temperature of 38°Centi-
grade. On abdominal examination, no abdominal disten-
sion was evident. Frequency of bowel sounds was
increased in auscultation. Except for a slight tenderness
just in left lower quadrant of abdomen, other related
exams during palpation were normal. On digital rectal
examination findings were mild perianal erythema in
addition to skin tags. Changes in the joints due to rheu-
matoid arthritis were also notable.

On further evaluation, laboratory tests revealed an ane-
mia, raised erythrocyte sedimentation rate (ESR), C-reac-
tive protein (CRP), blood urea nitrogen (BUN) and
creatinine. Blood cultures were negative. Hematologic
laboratory tests of the patient have been summarized in
Table 1. Tumor marker levels were also measured: CEA =
5.4 ng/ml (NL = up to 4.3), CA125 = 99 U/ml (NL = up to
37), CA19-9 = 42 ng/ml (NL = up to 37).

Urine and Stool specimens were also sent for analysis
which showed PH = 5, Blood = trace, red blood cells
(RBC) = 2-3 hpf, white blood cells (WBC) = 2-3 hpf, Bac-
teria = rare, Yeast = rare, Amorph crystals = moderate in
urine analysis. Stool examination showed WBC = 2-3 hpf,
no blood and RBC. Urine and stool cultures both were
negative.

Abdominal and pelvic ultrasonogrpahy reported a large
cyst (170 × 91 mm) within pelvis with pressure effect and
forward displacement of uterus and bladder; the cyst con-
sisted of liquid pattern with internal echo and gas pat-
terns. Moreover, both kidneys had a decreased
parenchymal thickness and increased parenchymal echo
with moderate bilateral hydronephrosis.

Computed tomography (CT) scan of abdomen and pelvis
with oral contrast (with a technique of Spiral multislice
thin section scan) revealed a large local air-fluid level
within the culdesac area (Figure 1). Multiple pulmonary
subpleural nodules and multiple small left para-aortic
adenopathy at the renal or infra-renal level were found.
Both kidneys were atrophic and hydronephrotic.

Colonoscopy showed multiple diverticulae in colon.
Pathologic examination of the obtained specimens from
rectum and transverse colon mucosa revealed a mild
edema and inflammatory cell infiltration in the lamina
propria without any evidence of malignancy.

Laparoscopy was performed with the possible diagnosis
of pelvis abscess due to perforation and fistulization of
colonic diverticulae. The operation revealed a large pelvic
abscess which was located between rectosigmoid colon
and uterus. In addition to the abscess drainage, rectosig-
moid resection (Hartman operation) and hysterectomy
was performed as a result of severe tissue necrosis. His-
topathologic evaluation of the resected tissue revealed

Table 1: Hematologic laboratory tests of the presented case

Hematologic Test Value

WBC (White Blood Cell count) 9600/Cu MM
Neutrophil 82%
Lymphocyte 16%
Monocyte 2%

Hemoglobin 6.9 gr/dl

Platelet 155000/Cu MM

ESR(1 hour) 101 mm/hr

CRP 55 mg/l (Normal = up to 10 mg/l)

BUN 58 mg/dl
Creatinine 4.4 mg/dl

Na 132 mEq/l
K 3.9 mEq/l

Ca 9.4 mg/dl
Phosphorus Inorganic 5 mg/dl
PTH (Parathormon) 6.2 pg/ml (Normal = 15-65 pg/ml)

Total Protein 5.5 g/dl
Albumin 2.9 g/dl
Globulins total 2.6 g/dl

Total Billirubin 0.9 mg/dl
Direct Billirubin 0.4 mg/d
Indirect Billirubin 0.5 mg/dl

AST(SGOT) 13 IU/L
ALT(SGPT) 18 IU/L

Alkaline phosphatase 119 IU/L

Amylase 63 IU/L (Normal = up to 100 IU/L)

Blood culture Negative
Page 2 of 5
(page number not for citation purposes)



Cases Journal 2009, 2:9389 http://www.casesjournal.com/content/2/1/9389

Page 3 of 5
(page number not for citation purposes)

Computed tomography scan of pelvis showing a large local air-fluid levelFigure 1
Computed tomography scan of pelvis showing a large local air-fluid level.

Table 2: Differential Diagnosis of Chronic Diarrhea Classified by Typical Stool Characteristics [6]

Watery diarrhea Osmotic diarrhea • Mg, PO4, SO4 ingestion
• Carbohydrate malabsorption

Secretory diarrhea • Laxative abuse (nonosmotic laxatives)
• Congenital syndromes
• Bacterial toxins
• Ileal bile acid malabsorption
• Inflammatory bowel disease: Ulcerative colitis, Crohn's disease, Microscopic (lymphocytic and 
collagenous) colitis, Diverticulitis
• Vasculitis
• Drugs and poisons
• Disordered motility: Postvagotomy diarrhea, Postsympathectomy diarrhea, Diabetic autonomic 
neuropathy, Hyperthyroidism, Irritable bowel syndrome
• Neuroendocrine tumors: Gastrinoma, VIPoma, Somatostatinoma, Mastocytosis, Carcinoid 
syndrome, Medullary carcinoma of thyroid
• Neoplasia: Colon carcinoma, Lymphoma, Villous adenoma
• Addison's disease
• Epidemic secretory diarrhea
• Idiopathic secretory diarrhea

Fatty diarrhea • Malabsorption syndromes: Mucosal diseases, Short-bowel syndrome, Postresection diarrhea, 
Mesenteric ischemia

• Maldigestion: Pancreatic insufficiency, Bile acid deficiency

Inflammatory diarrhea • Inflammatory bowel disease: Ulcerative colitis, Crohn's disease, Diverticulitis, Ulcerative jejunoileitis

• Infectious diseases: Ulcerating viral infections (Cytomegalovirus, Herpes simplex)

• Ischemic colitis

• Radiation colitis

• Neoplasia: Colon cancer, Lymphoma
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chronic inflammation without malignancy in favor of
diverticulitis and abscess formation.

The patient was followed for the next 6 months by
monthly visits during which the patient remained symp-
tom free. Afterwards, the patient was advised to attend the
follow up visits every 6 months.

Discussion
Diarrhea results from either a decrease in intestinal
absorption or an increase in intestinal secretion resulting
in an increase of stool water content [3]. It is classified as
acute, persistent and chronic. Chronic diarrhea is a com-
mon symptom with an estimated prevalence of 3-5% [4].
It is defined as production of loose stools for more than 4
weeks'. Additional definitions including passage of 200 g
of stool per day or passage of more than 3 bowel move-
ments a day for 3 weeks has been sited [3]. The fundamen-
tal pathophysiology of all diarrheas is incomplete
absorption of water from the lumen [5]. Therefore, it can
be classified based on the etiology (Table 2) [6] Pelvic
abscesses although scarcely reported, with the possible
mechanism of inflammation in organs adjacent to the
colon, may lead to chronic diarrhea. The most useful
approach to chronic diarrhea is to perform a series of pre-
liminary tests to narrow down the possibilities [7]. Gross
inspection of stool can be helpful, but analysis of stool
sample is usually more definitive [6].

Diverticulitis refers to a spectrum of diverticular disease
ranging from subclinical inflammation to generalized
peritonitis [8]. Acute diverticulitis can show several mani-
festations and is often confused with colonic spasm or
irritable bowel syndrome. Acute diverticulitis characteris-
tically presents with fever, anorexia, left lower quadrant
abdominal pain, and diarrhea [9]. Our patient on her first
admission had non bloody diarrhea, abdominal pain,
and fever that subsided following antibiotic therapy. The
pathology of diverticulitis is characterized by inflamma-
tion and focal necrosis of diverticula leading to micro- or
macroscopic perforation of a diverticulum. Most small
perforations are walled off, although some will lead to
abscess or fistula formation [8].

When perforation of a colonic diverticulum occurs, the
ability of pericolic tissues to control the spread of the
inflammatory process determines subsequent clinical
behavior and treatment. A localized phlegmon initially
develops with a limited spread [2]. Abscess occurs in 15%
of patients with acute diverticulitis presenting without
peritonitis and in 30% to 56% of patients with early oper-
ative intervention for diverticulitis [10]. Presenting symp-
toms can range from mild abdominal discomfort to those
of life-threatening sepsis. Usually the first symptom is
pain at the site of perforation. When the sigmoid colon,

the most common site, is involved pain is typically in the
left lower quadrant or suprapubic area [2]. Colonic diver-
ticulitis may lead to abscess formation in diverse areas of
abdomen even in liver and prostate [11,12]. They can also
be manifested as intermittent abdominal mass and mimic
a phantom abdominal mass [13]. In elderly or immune-
compromised patients, the sign and symptoms may be
masked [14]. In this case, the patient was 72 years old and
immunosuppressed due to long term corticosteroid con-
sumption and manifestations including non-bloody
diarrhea, abdominal pain, nausea, vomiting, and low
grade fever were unusual and misleading.

Ultrasonography can be used to diagnose abdominal
abscesses, particularly abscesses in the liver, spleen, or pel-
vis because of the good visualization of these areas it pro-
vides. However the usefulness of ultrasonography may be
limited in the mid-abdomen [15]. Computed tomogra-
phy (CT) scan with intravenous and/or oral contrast
medium is the imaging modality of choice for the diagno-
sis of most abdominal abscesses [16]. Patients with
abscesses larger than 5 cm usually require CT-guided
abscess drainage, and surgery may be required in up to
20% of patients overall [8].

In the presented patient tumor markers were also elevated
(CA-125 and CA-19-9). Although, these are generally
accepted as tumor markers, CA-125 specifiety is limited
and it is also increased in a variety of benign conditions
such as Endomtriosis, pelvic inflammatory disease and
diverticulitis [17]. Additionally, diverticulitis is associated
with high levels CA-19-9 [18]. On the other hand, Rheu-
matoid arthritis can also be accompanied by elevated CA-
125 and CA-19-9 [19].

Subpleural nodules which were found in CT, were the
most probably due to rheumatoid arthritis as rheumatoid
nodules are the only specific pulmonary manifestation of
rheumatoid arthritis and generally found at subpleural
areas [20]. Moreover, multiple small left para-aortic aden-
opathy at the renal and infra-renal level were considered
as reactive adenopathy in response to pelvis inflammation
and according to the interpretation no further investiga-
tion was conducted.

Conclusion
Colonic diverticula and abdominal abscesses, although
barely reported, might be taken into consideration as a
cause for refractory chronic diarrhea especially in those
who are old or immune-compromised.

Abbreviations
BUN: Blood Urea Nitrogen; CRP: C-Reactive Protein; CT:
Computed Tomography; ESR: Erythrocyte Sedimentation
Page 4 of 5
(page number not for citation purposes)



Cases Journal 2009, 2:9389 http://www.casesjournal.com/content/2/1/9389
Publish with BioMed Central   and  every 
scientist can read your work free of charge

"BioMed Central will be the most significant development for 
disseminating the results of biomedical research in our lifetime."

Sir Paul Nurse, Cancer Research UK

Your research papers will be:

available free of charge to the entire biomedical community

peer reviewed and published immediately upon acceptance

cited in PubMed and archived on PubMed Central 

yours — you keep the copyright

Submit your manuscript here:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp

BioMedcentral

Rate; ESRD: End Stage Renal Disease; RBC: Red Blood
Cells; WBC: White Blood Cells.

Consent
Written informed consent was obtained from the patient
for publication of this case report and accompanying
images. A copy of the written consent is available for
review by the Editor-in-Chief of this journal.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors' contributions
MRK, PH, MRP and NA took part in patient management
and performed acquisition, analysis and interpretation of
data and drafted the manuscript. NED and HA supervised
the patient work up and revised the manuscript.

References
1. Ravo B, Khan SA, Ger R, Mishrick A, Soroff HS: Unusual extraperi-

toneal presentations of diverticulitis.  Am J Gastroenterol 1985,
80:346-351.

2. Bahadursingh AM, Virgo KS, Kaminski DL, Longo WE: Spectrum of
disease and outcome of complicated diverticular disease.  Am
J Surg 2003, 186(6):696-701.

3. Headstrom PD, Surawicz CM: Chronic Diarrhea.  Clinical Gastroen-
terology And Hepatology 2005, 3:734-737.

4. Fine KD, Schiller LR: AGA technical review on the evaluation
and management of chronic diarrhea.  Gastroenterology 1999,
166:1464-1486.

5. Schiller LR, Sellin JH: Diarrhea.  In Sleisenger & Fordtran's gastrointes-
tinal and liver disease Volume 1. 7th edition. Edited by: Feldman M,
Friedman L, Sleisenger MH. Philadelphia: Saunders; 2002:131-153. 

6. Schiller LR: Chronic Diarrhea.  Gastroenterology 2004, 127:287-293.
7. Sonnenberg A: The diagnostic pursuit of gastrointestinal

symptoms.  Am J Gastroenterol 2001, 96:298-302.
8. Bogardus ST: What do we know about diverticular disease? A

brief overview.  J Clin Gastroenterol 2006, 40(Suppl 3):s108-111.
9. Wu JS, Baker ME: Recognizing and managing acute diverticuli-

tis for the internist.  Cleve Clin J Med 2005, 72(7):620-627.
10. Burkhardt JE, Walterspiel JN, Schaad UB: Quinolone arthropathy

in animals versus children.  Clin Infect Dis 1997, 25(5):1196-1204.
11. Chatzipetrou M, Avgerinos E, Christianakis E, Barmparas G, Pashalidis

N, Stathoulopoulos A, Tsatsoulis P, Smailis D, Filippou D: Hepatic
abscess in a pre-existed simple hepatic cyst as a late compli-
cation of sigmoid colon ruptured diverticula: a case report.  J
Med Case Reports 2008, 2:83-1248.

12. Slater RG: Diverticular abscess presenting as prostate abscess
and missed by abdominal CT scan.  J Emerg Med 2002,
22:263-265.

13. Abdelrazeq AS, Owais AE, Aldoori MI, Botterill ID: A giant colonic
diverticulum presenting as a 'phantom mass': a case report.
J Med Case Reports 2009, 3:29.

14. Perkins JD, Shield CF, Chang FC, Farha GJ: Acute diverticulitis.
Comparison of treatment in immunocompromised and non-
immunocompromised patients.  Am J Surg 1984,
148(6):745-748.

15. Minei JP, Champine JG: Abdominal Abscesses and Gastrointes-
tinal Fistulas.  Gastrointestinal and Liver disease. Philadelphia 8th edi-
tion. 2006, 1:528.

16. Gearhart SL, Bulkley G: Common Diseases Of The Colon and
Mesentric Vascular Insufficiency.  In Harrison's principles of Inter-
nal Medicine Volume 2. 16th edition. Edited by: Kasper DL, Fauci AS,
Longo DL, Braunwald E, Hauser SL, Jameson L. York: McGraw-Hill;
2005:1796. 

17. Mol BW, Bayram N, Lijmer JG, Wiegerinck MA, Bongers MY, Veen F
van der, Bossuyt PM: The performance of CA-125 measure-
ment in the detection of endometriosis: a meta-analysis.  Fer-
til Steril 1998, 70:1101-1108.

18. Nakamura T, Maruyama K, Kashiwabara H, Sunayama K, Ohata K,
Fukazawa A, Yasumi K, Sugimura H, Nakamura S: Diverticulitis
causing a high serum level of carbohydrate antigen 19-9:
report of a case.  Surg Today 2002, 32:282-284.

19. Szekanecz E, Sándor Z, Antal-Szalmás P, Soós L, Lakos G, Besenyei T,
Szentpétery A, Simkovics E, Szántó J, Kiss E, koch AE, Szekanecz Z:
Increased production of the soluble tumor-associated anti-
gens CA19-9, CA125, and CA15-3 in rheumatoid arthritis:
potential adhesion molecules in synovial inflammation?  Ann
N Y Acad Sci 2007, 1108:359-371.

20. Yousem SA, Colby TV, Carrington CB: Lung biopsy in rheuma-
toid arthritis.  Am Rev Respir 1985, 131:770-777.
Page 5 of 5
(page number not for citation purposes)

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=3158193
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=3158193
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=14672782
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=14672782
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16234000
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=15236193
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11232667
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11232667
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16885691
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16885691
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16044659
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=16044659
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9402381
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9402381
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=18341698
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=18341698
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=18341698
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11932089
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11932089
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=19173728
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=19173728
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=6507744
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=6507744
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=6507744
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9848302
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=9848302
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11991519
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11991519
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=11991519
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=17893999
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=17893999
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=17893999
http://www.biomedcentral.com/
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp
http://www.biomedcentral.com/

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Case presentation
	Conclusion

	Introduction
	Case presentation
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Abbreviations
	Consent
	Competing interests
	Authors' contributions
	References

