Constipation

Pediatric constipation is a common problem among children, characterized by difficulty in
passing stools or infrequent bowel movements. It can lead to discomfort, pain, and
sometimes even fecal impaction. In this article, we will discuss the physiology, causes, and
treatment options for pediatric constipation.

Physiology of Pediatric Constipation

The physiology of pediatric constipation is complex and involves several factors. In a healthy
child, the colon absorbs water and electrolytes from the stool, leading to the formation of a
solid fecal mass. The rectum stores this fecal mass until it is eliminated through a bowel
movement. In children with constipation, the fecal mass remains in the rectum for an
extended period, leading to dry and hard stools that are difficult to pass.

Several factors can contribute to the development of pediatric constipation. These include
dietary factors, dehydration, medications, medical conditions, and psychological factors.

Causes of Pediatric Constipation

Dietary Factors: Adiet low in fiber and fluids can lead to constipation in children. Fiber helps
to bulk up the stool, making it easier to pass, while fluids keep the stool soft and moist.
Children who consume a diet high in processed foods and low in fruits and vegetables are
at risk for developing constipation.

Dehydration: Not drinking enough fluids can also contribute to constipation. When the
body is dehydrated, the colon absorbs more water from the stool, leading to hard and dry
stools that are difficult to pass.

Medications: Certain medications, such as opioids, can slow down the bowel movements,
leading to constipation. Other medications, such as iron supplements, can also cause
constipation.

Medical Conditions: Certain medical conditions can lead to pediatric constipation. These
include hypothyroidism, cerebral palsy, Hirschsprung's disease, and spinal cord injuries.

Psychological Factors: Anxiety, stress, and fear of painful bowel movements can contribute
to pediatric constipation. Children may withhold their stools to avoid the pain, leading to
an accumulation of fecal matter in the rectum.

Treatment Options for Pediatric Constipation

The treatment for pediatric constipation depends on the severity of the condition and the
underlying cause. The goal of treatment is to soften the stools, make them easier to pass,
and prevent further episodes of constipation.

Lifestyle Changes: Increasing the intake of fiber-rich foods, such as fruits, vegetables, and
whole grains, can help to soften the stools and promote regular bowel movements.
Encouraging children to drink plenty of fluids can also help to prevent constipation.
Regular exercise can also help to promote bowel regularity.

Laxatives: Laxatives can help to soften the stools and promote bowel movements. They
work by either increasing the water content of the stool(prunes and prune juice or miralax
are classic examples), lubricating the intestinal walls (glycerin suppositories), or stimulating



the bowel muscles( senokot or senna extract). However, laxatives should be used with

caution, and under the guidance of a healthcare professional, as they can have side effects
and may not be suitable for all children.

Enemas: In severe cases of pediatric constipation, enemas may be necessary to help clear
the rectum of fecal matter. Enemas work by inserting a small amount of fluid into the
rectum to help soften the stool and promote bowel movements.

Behavioral Therapy: Behavioral therapy can help children overcome their fear of painful
bowel movements and learn how to relax their pelvic muscles during bowel movements.
This can help to prevent further episodes of constipation.



