
crease in cooked and pureed fruits and vegetables, as so as
cereals, may be an option. If needed, addition of guar pow-
der (rich in fiber, available in developed countries), may
be also useful. Moreover, increased fluid intake, particu-
larly of juice containing sorbitol, such as prune, pear and
apple, are very helpful25. Wherever dietary interventions
have failed, osmotic stool softeners, such as lactulose, lac-
titole and sorbitol may be needed. Rectal disimpaction has
been effectively performed in infants by using glycerine
suppositories46. 

Excessive administration of phosphate enemas may
result in systemic absorption and leads to symptoms as-
sociated with hyperphosphatemia and hypocalcemia and
even death, particularly in very young infants and in pa-
tients with Hirschsprung’s disease49,50. If treatment fails,
or the infant has delayed passage of meconium, or the
presence of red flags such as fever, vomiting, bloody di-

arrhea, failure to thrive, distention, or tight empty rectum,
further evaluation is required to exclude Hirschsprung’s
disease. If the patient has delayed passage of meconium
and Hirschprung’s disease is excluded, sweat test to rule
out cystic fibrosis, is recommended42.

Children
The goals of treating constipation in childhood are to

produce soft, painless stools and to prevent the re-accu-
mulation of feces. These outcomes are achieved through
a combination of education, behavioural modification,
daily maintenance stool softeners and dietary modifica-
tion. Fecal disimpaction may be necessary at the outset of
treatment.  Initial laboratory and radiographical investi-
gations are not necessary, unless history and examination
suggest organic disease47,51. Treatment in children usually
consists of 3 phases (Table 5). The first phase in consti-
pation treatment for older children (>12 months) is the
clean-out phase, with a goal of clearing out the hard,
chronically accumulated stool. Fecal impaction is identi-
fied by the presence of a large and hard mass in the ab-
domen or dilated vault filled with stool on rectal
examination, and often substantiated by a history of over-
flow incontinence (an abdominal radiograph is not neces-
sary to diagnose fecal impaction). Fecal disimpaction can
be accomplished with oral use of osmotic agents and lax-
atives, as well as, in some cases with the need of enemas
and/or suppositories. This phase lasts a couple of days. In
phase II, which lasts between 2 and 6 months, treatment
aims to restore muscle tone to the sphincter and the return
of the gut diameter to its normal size. The previous ther-
apeutic targets are achieved by stool softeners, hyperos-
motic laxatives, non-absorbable salts or combinations.
Management also includes keeping a stool diary, dietary
instructions for constipation and instructions for toilet
training. 

In phase III, which lasts between 4-6 months, therapeutic
targets are to restore regular bowel movements and avoidance
of relapses. These goals can be achieved by cutting down lax-
ative use and by increasing daily fiber and fluid intake52-54.
Commonly used drugs for pediatric constipation, drug dosage
and drug side effects are shown in Tables 5 and 6.

A high dose of mineral oil and polyethylene glycol so-
lution (PEG) has found to be effective, as an oral medica-
tion for disimpaction55. Disimpaction can be achieved by
either oral or rectal medication. In a double-blind uncon-
trolled study, Youssef et al56 showed that the three-day ad-
ministration of PEG 3350, at a dose of 1 g/kg/day to 1.5
g/kg/day (maximum dose 100 g/day), successfully disim-
pacted 95% of children and was well tolerated56. Another
study showed that a regimen of daily enemas, for six days,
was equally effective as PEG 3350 (1.5 g/kg/day) in re-
lieving disimpaction, but may be less well-tolerated57. Pa-
tients who do not respond to enema or oral polyethylene
glycol solution, may need manual disimpaction, under
general anesthesia16,58. 

Once the impacted stool has been removed, the focus
of the treatment should be on preventing recurrence.
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Table 4. Laboratory testing for constipation and warning

signs for organic cause (based on current literature)1,7,11,12.

Initial testing
Complete blood count   
Urinalysis & urine culture  
Thyroid function tests, calcium, electrolytes, magnesium, lead
Total IgE,  RAST (milk, egg, fish, wheat)
Serological testing for celiac disease 
Sweat test  
Fecal occult blood test 
Further investigation 
Chest radiograph
Barium enema
Defecation proctography/defecography  
Colonic manometry 
Rectosigmoidal manometry 
Rectal biopsy 
Magnetic Resonance Imagine of lumbosacral part of the spine 
Warning signs for organic constipation (red flags) 
Symptom onset before 12 months of age  
Delayed passage of meconium 
Lack of fecal retention 
Lack of fecal leakage  (soiling)
Malnutrition 
Empty rectal ampulla 
Pigmentary abnormalities
Positive fecal occult blood test  
Extraintestinal manifestations  
Gallbladder diseases  
Resistance to standard treatment 

Figure 1. Algorithm for evaluation of pediatric constipation
(organic or functional) (based on current literature)12,27,42.
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