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Its well appreciated that continence and defecation is multifaceted 

the rectum distends 
activates mechanoreceptors 

and generates urge 

 

the RAIR allows sampling 
if inconvenient the  
sphincter contracts 

luminal contents are  
propelled distally 

COLON 

RECTUM 

ANUS 



EV Carrington - Incontinence pathophysiology & diagnosis SPFN 2023 

So why do most surgeries focuses on augmentation of the barrier function of the anus? 

 

 

COLON 

RECTUM 

Sacral neuromodulation 
Rectopexy 

Sphincteroplasty 
Gracilloplasty 
Artificial anal sphincter 
(Sphinctkeeper) 
(Radiofrequency ablation) 
(Cell therapies) 
 

 
Diversion (stoma) 

ANUS 
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It’s because the sphincter was thought to have primacy for continence 

20% with defects 
reported FI 

(only) 
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But this theory this isn’t supported by population data 
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And we know that many patients with FI in fact have normal sphincter function 

ENDOANAL USS 

77% 
47% 
NORMAL tone & contractility 
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Besides, we all know that anal contraction alone doesn’t really describe normal continence! 
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There is a large body of evidence to suggest that rectal function is key 

28% 

14% 

Abnormal rectal sensation is common It’s associated with urgency 
Rx can be associated with  

symptom resolution 
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In particular rectal motor function 

25% 

41% 

Abnormal compliance is common Associated with rectal hypersensitivity May be modulated with SNS 
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More recently, the theory of rectal overactivity is gaining popularity 
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And alteration of sensation of urge may influence continence more than we realized 

HEALTHY VOLUNTEER FECAL INCONTINECE 

Perceived  
anal sampling  

not perceived 
disorganised activity 

Carrington 2016 
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Pudendal neuropathy is likely to particularly influential 
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Rome IV SIMS ≥ 6 
CCCS ≥ 9 

SIMS ≥ 12 
CCCS ≥ 15 

Patient reported Clinician referral 

86% Referrers didn’t 
appreciate overlap 

And co-existent constipation therefore becomes more relevant 
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82% 
Patients reported 
improvement in FI 
symptoms 

Especially as improving barriers to emptying are particularly successful 
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HIGH RESOLUTION MANOMTERY  

RECTAL SENSORY TESTING 

EVACUATION STUDIES 

TRANSIT STUDIES 

The key is for assessment is to be as comprehensive as possible 
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The pathophysiology of FI 
is more complex than 

previously appreciated 

Rectal sensorimotor 
function is likely to 
be key 

Don’t forget you’ll only 
understand what you 

measure! 
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So (please) never request ‘just an ultrasound’! 
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Thank you  

emma.carrington@imperial.ac.uk  
 

@emmaVcarrington 

mailto:emma.carrington@imperial.ac.uk
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Join us! 


