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Main Points: 
 
1. The role of bile acid malabsorption in the pathogenesis of diarrhea is 
 established for ileal resection or disease. 
 
 a. The concentration of bile acid in the colon is critical; it must be high  
  enough to inhibit fluid and electrolyte absorption (>3—5 mmol/L).  
  Thus if the extent of resection or disease is too great (typically >100 
  cm), the colon will be flooded with fluid and the luminal   
  concentration of bile acid will be too low to affect absorption in the  
  colon. 
 
 b. The mechanisms by which bile acids inhibit absorption or stimulate  
  secretion in the colon are not fully appreciated.  Dihydroxy bile  
  acids with both hydroxyl groups in the alpha position have this  
  effect; trihydroxy bile acids do not. Cyclic AMP levels in the mucosa 
  rise, but this effect may be  indirect and due to release of   
  prostaglandins and other factors. Direct  effects may be due to  
  alterations in the basolateral membrane of the colonocytes. 
 
 c. Bile acid binders are effective therapy for diarrhea due to small ileal 
  resection or limited ileal disease. 
 
2. Bile acid malabsorption is likely to play a role in diarrhea seen in post-
 cholecystectomy diarrhea, and post-vagotomy diarrhea. 
 
3. The impact of bile acid malabsorption is unproven in microscopic colitis, 
 postinfective diarrhea, and idiopathic diarrhea. 
 
 a. Some studies demonstrate bile acid malabsorption in these settings, 
  but it is unclear whether this is a primary cause of diarrhea or  
  secondary to it. 
 
 b. Trials of bile acid binders show mixed results, but may be helpful in  
  some patients. 
 
4. Currently there is no test for bile acid malabsorption licensed for clinical 
 use in the United States. 
 



 a. Measurements of exogenous radiolabeled bile acid excretion or  
  endogenous bile acid excretion give similar results in research  
  studies. 
 
 b. In Europe, whole body retention of the radiolabeled bile acid,  
  SeHCAT, has been used to predict responsiveness to bile acid  
  binders. Discrepant results may be due to the fact that this test may 
  be affected by motility alterations and does not necessarily reflect  
  intracolonic bile acid concentrations. 
 
5. Empiric trials of bile acid binders should use a substantial dose of the 
 chosen agent and should quantitate stool output before and after the trial 
 so that the result of the trial can be judged objectively. 
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