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This leaflet is for patients who are due to have radiotherapy to their pelvic lymph nodes. It explains 
the preparation needed for the planning CT scan and radiotherapy treatment.

Why is bladder and bowel preparation important?

Good bladder and bowel preparation will help to ensure your treatment is given accurately. By 
preparing your bladder and bowel you can help to minimise any side effects by keeping the bladder 
and bowel away from the treatment area as much as possible.

The aim is to have a full bladder and empty rectum.

What bladder preparation do I need?

Your bladder needs to be full for each of your scans and for radiotherapy treatment, so it is important 
that you drink enough fluids to keep hydrated. In general you should aim to drink at least two litres 
of fluid every day (four pints). It doesn’t have to be water, though we recommend you limit 
caffeinated drinks to three per day as they can cause more frequent passing of urine.

If it is a hot day or you have been physically active, you should drink more.

What bowel preparation do I need?

Your bowel needs to be empty before coming to each Radiotherapy Department visit. You should 
also try to reduce any gas inside the rectum which makes it appear larger.

The following advice may help:

Reduce the amount of air you swallow by:

• Avoiding chewing gum

• Avoiding fizzy (carbonated) drinks

• Avoiding eating and drinking too fast
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Reduce the amount of air caused by food breakdown by limiting the amount of the following types 
of food which typically cause gas:

We also recommend:

• Eating regularly – frequent meals help to keep your bowels moving. Skipping meals can lead 
to a larger, fuller rectum and can increase bowel gas.

• Keeping active - physical activity such as walking and stretching can help move bowel gas and 
regulate bowel movements.

Remember you don’t need to make drastic changes to your diet or lifestyle, just a few simple 
adjustments will help.

Do I need to take suppositories?

Suppositories can help to empty the rectum. If you have opened your bowels naturally on the day of 
your planning scan or treatment, you will still need to use a suppository to make sure the rectum is 
empty for your appointment. A prescription for suppositories is normally given to you at your first 
clinic appointment with your oncology doctor. 

What are suppositories?

Suppositories are usually made of vegetable oil that contain medication which causes the rectum to 
empty through a bowel movement or passing of wind. They are bullet-shaped capsules designed for 
easy insertion into your anus (back passage). The suppository dissolves at body temperature and is 
gradually absorbed by the lower bowel (rectum).

Whilst the thought of using a suppository may seem unpleasant, the majority of patients tolerate it 
well. Research has shown that using suppositories helps to make radiotherapy more accurate and 
reduce its side effects.

If you haven’t received any suppositories, or you suffer from haemorrhoids and have problems 
inserting a suppository, please speak to one of our Radiotherapy Information and Support 
Radiographers on 0114 226 5282.  They will be able to give you further advice.

• Nuts/seeds

• Beans

• Broccoli

• Onions

• Mushrooms

• Cabbage

• Cauliflower

• Raisins

• Lentils and pulses

• Prunes

• Brussels sprouts

• Fruit juices containing ‘bits’

• Sugar free products containing 
sorbitol or mannitol

• No more than two portions of 
fruit per day
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How do I use the suppository?

1. Take off the foil wrapping.

2. Lie on one side and bring your knees up towards your chest. Keep one leg drawn up more than 
the other.

3. Use your first finger (index finger) or middle finger to gently push the suppository into your 
back passage, pointed end first.

4. When the suppository is as far as it will comfortably go inside you can lower your legs.

5. Keep the suppository in for about 30 minutes.

6. Go to the toilet and empty your bowels – try not to strain. You may find that your back passage 
is empty or you may only pass wind.

When do I use the suppository?

You need to use the suppository before the CT planning scan and then every day you are coming for 
your treatment.

What if I am using hospital transport?

If you are using hospital transport we recommend using your suppository as follows:

Can I eat as usual?

You can eat meals at your usual meal times after using a suppository.

How long do I need to use the suppository for?

Once you have had your planning scan, you do not need to use a suppository until the first day of 
your treatment.

Appointment time When to use the suppository

Early morning The night before your appointment

Late morning Early in the morning on the day of your appointment

Afternoon or evening Approximately an hour before setting off for the 
hospital

Appointment time When to use the suppository

Morning The night before your appointment

Afternoon Mid-morning on the day of your appointment
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What happens when I arrive for my appointment?

When you arrive we will need to make sure your bowel and bladder are prepared properly. Please tell 
the radiographers if you have had any problems with the suppository or it has not worked.

A planning radiographer will ask you to go to the toilet and empty your bladder. You will then be 
asked to drink three cups of water (approximately 500ml) in 10 minutes. There are water 
fountains available in the waiting rooms. After drinking, you will need to wait about an hour for your 
bladder to re-fill.

Please do not empty your bladder until your planning scan or treatment has finished. If you cannot 
wait, please tell a member of staff.

What happens if my bladder or bowel aren't prepared properly?

If your bladder is not full enough or your rectum is too full, the planning scan may not be completed.

The radiographers will advise you what to do before you have another planning scan.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alternative formats can be available on request. Email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
© Sheffield Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust 2022
Re-use of all or any part of this document is governed by copyright and the “Re-use of Public Sector Information Regulations 2005” SI 2005 No.1515. Information on re-use can be obtained from 
the Information Governance Department, Sheffield Teaching Hospitals. Email sth.infogov@nhs.net


