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Constipation

Information for patients
General Surgery

• Anorectal physiology test. These 
tests check the function of the anal 
canal and rectum (lower bowel). They 
may involve examining reflexes of the 
anal muscles using a small plastic 
catheter, or X-ray testing to see the 
function of the anus and rectum when 
evacuating the bowel.

In many cases no specific cause to the 
constipation is found.

How is constipation treated?

Eating more fibre and drinking more fluid 
will treat the vast majority of patients with 
constipation.

Lifestyle changes may also be 
recommended.

Sometimes supplementary fibre is 
required. Fibre supplements such as Fybogel 
may take several weeks to work but they are 
not harmful or addictive. 

Other laxatives may also be used.

In some people who still do not respond, a 
programme of retraining of the pelvic floor 
muscles (biofeedback) may be arranged 
with a specialist nurse.

Only rarely is surgery necessary.

 

 

Foods rich in fibre
• Wholemeal bread

• Wholemeal cereals (for example 
shredded wheat, weetabix, bran 
flakes, porridge, muesli)

• Whole-wheat pasta

• Brown rice

• Beans (for example baked beans, 
kidney beans, butter beans etc.)

• Peas

• Lentils

• Sweetcorn

• Wholemeal biscuits (for example 
digestive, rye crisp breads, oatcakes)

• Fruit (especially if eaten with skins or 
pips)

• Vegetables (especially if eaten with 
skin or seeds, for example jacket 
potatoes)

• Nuts, seeds and dried fruit (such as 
sultanas, raisins, prunes and apricots).

Alternative formats can be
available on request. Email: 
sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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What is constipation?

Constipation is a symptom that has different 
meanings to different people.

Commonly the condition implies people 
have not had their bowels opened as often 
as normal, but it may also refer to having to 
strain more than usual, or being unable to 
empty your bowels properly, or simply the 
need for enemas, suppositories or laxatives 
in order to be regular.

Most people have their bowels open from 3 
times per day to 3 times per week. Some 
may only go once per week without feeling 
unwell in any way.

Bowel habit is affected by diet and the 
amount of fibre in your diet. You should try 
to have at least 5 portions of fruit or 
vegetables per day and drink at least 1 
and ½ litres of fluid per day. In addition it is 
important to take exercise.

About 80% of people will suffer from 
constipation at sometime in their lives, and 
brief periods of constipation are not a 
concern.

When should I see a doctor about 
constipation?

Any constipation lasting longer than 3 
weeks should prompt a visit to your GP.

If blood appears in your stool (poo), you 
should see a GP straight away.

What causes constipation?

There are many causes of constipation, 
including:

• Not enough fibre in your diet.

• Not drinking enough fluid

• An inactive lifestyle

• Environmental changes (such as travel, 
hot climate, etc).

• In some it may result from repeatedly 
ignoring the need to empty your 
bowels.

Other causes of constipation include:

• Diabetes

• Thyroid problems

• Multiple Sclerosis

• Parkinson's disease

• Many medications can also cause 
constipation. For instance certain 
painkillers, anti-depressants, blood 
pressure tablets, diuretics (water 
tablets), iron and calcium supplements 
and certain antacids (medicine to treat 
indigestion)

More serious causes of constipation include:

• Growths or areas of narrowing in the 
bowel.

How can the cause of 
constipation be determined?

A specialist will need to find out what is 
causing you to be constipated.

A typical examination may start with the 
doctor asking you to lie on your back while 
they feel your abdomen (tummy).

You will then be asked to lie on your side 
whilst the doctor performs a rectal (back 
passage) examination, often accompanied 
by a telescope (rigid sigmoidoscopy) 
examination in clinic.

Other tests such as X-rays or a more in-
depth telescope examination may need to 
be organised to examine the rest of the 
bowel. These will be explained to you as 
necessary.

Sometimes a mechanical cause to 
constipation is found, such as a blockage.

At other times the constipation may be 
related to abnormal gut muscle function.

Special tests that examine gut muscle 
function include:

• Marker studies. These involve 
swallowing a tablet containing a 
number of markers that can be seen 
on X-rays repeated over several days. 
They show how long it takes for bowel 
contents to pass.


