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What is constipation?
Everyone can have trouble having a bowel movement from time to time. But chronic constipation 
— trouble passing stools and not having bowel movements very often — can last weeks, or even 
longer. Sometimes constipation is caused by another health problem or by a medication. Other 
times, there isn’t any obvious cause. The way constipation feels can be very unpleasant, with 
cramps, straining to have a bowel movement, the feeling that you can’t empty your bowels, and 
hard stools. These symptoms can make it hard to enjoy your daily life.

How is constipation treated?
There are many different ways to treat constipation. Changes to your diet and how much 
physical activity you are getting may help, but sometimes medication is needed. There are many 
different medications available to treat constipation. In the past, people living in long-term care 
facilities were often given stool softeners to prevent and treat constipation — but this treatment 
is no longer recommended.

Why am I no longer taking stool softeners?
Stool softeners have been commonly used to treat constipation. But a recent look at medical 
studies on people in long-term care, or people taking painkillers called opiates, showed that stool 
softeners didn’t help to prevent or treat their constipation. Stools softeners didn’t increase their 
number of bowel movements, and they didn’t improve the symptoms of constipation, either. 
Because there is no evidence showing that stool softeners work, it is no longer recommend that 
you take this medication.

How will we treat my constipation now?
Fortunately, there are many other treatments for constipation that are effective. Some of these 
work by making your stool bulkier and easier to pass. Others work by stimulating your bowels 
to move. Some draw water into your bowel, making it easier for you to pass stools. Still others 
lubricate your bowel so that stool moves more easily through them. These medications come in 
many different forms: pills, liquids, powders, suppositories (which are inserted into the rectum), 
and enemas (fluid inserted through the rectum).

Your health care team will help you to decide whether a different treatment for constipation is 
needed, and to choose a treatment that is right for you.

Your new recommended treatment plan for constipation is:_____________________________________
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DISCLAIMER
The information in this document is intended to help health care decision-makers, patients, health care professionals, health systems leaders, and 
policy-makers make well-informed decisions and thereby improve the quality of health care services. This information should not be used as a substitute 
for the application of clinical judgment in respect of the care of a particular patient or other professional judgment in any decision-making process nor 
is it intended to replace professional medical advice. While CADTH has taken care in the preparation of this document to ensure that its contents are 
accurate, complete, and up-to-date, CADTH does not make any guarantee to that effect. CADTH is not responsible for any errors or omissions or injury, 
loss, or damage arising from or as a result of the use (or misuse) of any information contained in or implied by the information in this document.

CADTH takes sole responsibility for the final form and content of this document. The views expressed herein are those of CADTH and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of our funders.


