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Constipation
Constipation is a symptom, not a disease.

Constipation is very common, and for some people, especially older
adults, it can be an ongoing concern. People often think that con-
stipation means not having a bowel movement every day. But it is
normal to have bowel movements at intervals ranging from 3 times
a day to once every 3 days.

Signs and Symptoms of Constipation
See your doctor if you have 2 or more of the following symptoms
for 3 months in a row:
• Fewer than 3 bowel movements a week
• Straining
• Lumpy or hard stools
• Feeling that you need to have a bowel movement but can’t
• Feeling that you cannot fully empty your bowels

Causes of Constipation
The main causes of constipation are diet and lack of exercise. Other
causes include
• Travel
• Pregnancy
• Resisting the urge to use the toilet
• Overusing laxatives
• Medications for conditions including pain (especially opiates), de-

pression, low iron or calcium, allergies, or high blood pressure
• Irritable bowel syndrome with constipation (differs from usual con-

stipation because you will likely have stomach pain and bloating)
• Other medical conditions such as stroke, diabetes, intestinal block-

age, or low thyroid hormones
• Problems with the colon, such as colonic inertia, in which the stool

moves slowly, or problems with pelvic floor muscles

Treatment
Usually, constipation responds well to changes in lifestyle. The easiest
and best way to treat it is to increase the amount of liquid and fiber in
your diet. Drinking water and juice is helpful, but drinking caffeine and
alcohol, which can lead to dehydration, may make constipation worse.

Oneofthebestdietchangesyoucanmakeistoeatmorefoodswith
fiber, including whole grains, beans (legumes), and vegetables and fruit
(especially dried fruit) and to eat fewer low-fiber foods, such as pro-
cessed foods, fats, dairy products, meat, and sweets.

People who are on bed rest or elderly people who cannot move
around tend to become constipated.

It is important to keep as active as possible and increase your
exercise if you can.

If diet and exercise do not help, there are a number of medica-
tions you can try. Most are available without a prescription, and a
pharmacist can help you select one.
• Stool softeners are often suggested for people who should avoid

straining, such as after surgery.
• Fiber supplements hold water in the intestine and make your stool

softer. They are very safe but not always effective.
• Stimulants make the colon contract. However, they can be habit

forming.
• Hyperosmotics and saline laxatives such as magnesium citrate,

magnesium hydroxide, and polyethylene glycol draw water into the
colon and usually work quickly.

• Lubricants such as mineral or olive oil help your stool move more
easily.

• Newer drugs such as lubiprostone and linaclotide work some-
what differently and require a prescription.

Other than fiber supplements, use caution when taking laxa-
tives because your body can become dependent on them to have a
bowel movement.

When to Seek Treatment
Parents of newborns with constipation should always seek medical
advice. In general, constipation is not serious in children who previ-
ously had normal bowel movements and usually is not serious in young
adults or adults of any age who recently had a colon evaluation.

If you have a change in bowel habits, see your doctor to deter-
mine the cause and whether you need a test such as a colonoscopy.
Constipation may develop because of a new medication, a change
in diet, hormone problems, or colon or rectal tumors. Also contact
your doctor if you have constipation along with stomach pain when
having a bowel movement, blood in your stool, weight loss that is
not intentional, vomiting, or rectal bleeding.
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• National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases
digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/pubs/constipation

• American Gastroenterological Association
www.gastro.org/patient-center/digestive-conditions/constipation
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