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Constipation
What Is Constipation?
Constipation is very common in children and adults. Symptoms vary
from person to person but can include
• Stools that are too hard or too small
• Stools that are hard to pass
• Stools that are too infrequent (less than 3 times per week)
• A sense that the bowels are not completely empty

Constipation has no single cause. Some people do not get
enough fiber in their diet. For others, constipation may be caused
by certain medicines, such as opiates (used to control pain) or
ondansetron (used to control nausea and vomiting). Constipation
can also be caused by certain medical conditions, such as multiple
sclerosis or Parkinson disease. Constipation can come and go. Some-
times it can last for weeks, months, or years. This is called chronic
constipation.

How Is Constipation Diagnosed?
Constipation can be diagnosed based on symptoms and a physical
examination.

You should see your health care provider if you have
• Severe constipation
• Unexplained weight loss
• Blood in your stool
• A change in bowel habits for more than 2 to 3 weeks

You should tell your health care provider which medicines you
take. Your provider may do a rectal examination to check for abnor-
malities. Other tests may include blood tests or x-rays. Your pro-
vider also might suggest sigmoidoscopy or colonoscopy to view
the inside of your bowels.

How Can I Prevent Constipation?
If possible, you should stop taking medicines that can produce con-
stipation, but you should discuss this with your provider first.

Changing your bowel habits might be helpful. Your bowels are
most active in the morning, when you wake up. They are also active
after meals. You should not ignore your body’s signals to have a bowel
movement. Having a bowel movement is often most convenient af-
ter breakfast, but trying to have a bowel movement after any meal
might help.

Increasing fiber in your diet may improve or eliminate consti-
pation. Recommended fiber intake is about 1 ounce per day. You can

get this by eating fruits and vegetables. You can also use fiber prod-
ucts such as psyllium, methylcellulose, calcium polycarbophil,
and wheat dextrin. You should increase these supplements a little
at a time to avoid bloating or gas. Not all people can tolerate fiber
supplements.

Changing your bowel habits and increasing dietary fiber are
simple things you can try first. Other specific treatments or medi-
cines will be covered in a forthcoming JAMA Patient Page.
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Preventing Constipation

Establish a good toilet routine
Don’t ignore the urge 
to have a bowel movement

Eat more fiber-rich foods
Fruits
Vegetables
Legumes, nuts, and seeds
Whole grains, cereals, 
and pasta

FOR MORE INFORMATION
National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases
www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/health-topics/digestive
-diseases/constipation/Pages/overview.aspx
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