
Maintenance therapy should be started immediately after
disimpaction, to prevent re-impaction. Medications have
been shown to be more effective than behavioural change
alone in the treatment of constipation59. A systematic re-
view of laxative treatments for childhood constipation has
been recently published, and acknowledges the relative
paucity of well-designed trials for laxatives in children
and the resultant difficulty in establishing first-line ther-
apy60. Available medication includes lubricants such as
mineral oil, osmotic laxatives such as lactulose, sorbitol
and PEG. 

Mineral oil has a risk of aspiration and should be
avoided in infants and in children who resist taking it or
have dysphagia or vomiting. Mineral oil, lactulose or sor-
bitol is equally efficacious, the choice among these being
based on safety, cost, the child’s preference and the prac-
titioner’s experience42,58. 

There is growing evidence to support the efficacy and
safety of PEG 3350 in the maintenance treatment of chil-

dren with constipation61. PEG 3350 without electrolytes is
a tasteless, odourless, osmotic laxative. It is available in
powder form, and dissolves well when mixed in juice or
water. It is absorbed only in trace amounts from the gas-
trointestinal tract and, unlike other colonic lavage solu-
tions, carries no risk of electrolyte imbalance. The effects
of PEG 3350 start within the first week of treatment. It has
been reported that PEG is a safe and effective laxative in a
dose of 0.8 g/kg/day with fewer side effects than lactulose.
PEG did not cause persistent gas, abdominal pain, or peri-
anal irritation in children62,63. PEG has been shown to be
equally as effective as milk of magnesia, although better
tolerated64. Dose-finding studies for PEG 3350 used start-
ing doses of 0.4 to 0.8 g/kg/day, as either a single or twice-
daily dose and, when tailored to effect, a range of doses
from 0.27 to 1.4 g/kg/day65, and 0.3 to 1.8 g/kg/day66 were
reported. Maintenance doses of 0.4 to 1.0 g/ kg/day have
been shown to be effective and well tolerated63,65,66. A com-
mon reason for the lack of response to stool softening ther-
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Table 5. Treatment management of chronic constipation in infants and children. Constipation treatment in childhood has 3
phases. The first phase aims to clear out hard, chronically accumulated stool (disimpaction) with oral use of osmotic agents and
laxatives. The second phase aims to restore muscle tone to the sphincter by the use of stool softeners, hyperosmotic laxatives,
non-absorbable salts or combinations. The third phase aims to restore regular bowel movements and to avoid relapses by cutting
down laxative use and by increasing daily fiber and fluid intake12,42,45,47.

Infants
Juice consumption containing sorbitol diluted with water twice a day
Syrup of plant origin and honey should be avoided 
Adequate dietary intake of fiber according to the age for infants older than 6 months of age 
Laxative administration  (lactulose, lactitole, sorbitol) for infants older than 6 months of age 
Glycerine suppositories for occasional constipation 
Enemas avoidance 
Juice consumption containing sorbitol diluted with water twice a day 
Syrup of plant origin and honey should be avoided 
Children
Phase I in constipation treatment for older children 
Target Duration Treatment*
Bowel emptying 1- 3 days Per rectum: Phosphate 

enemas, 
Paraffin oil enemas, salt enemas
Bisacodyl suppositories
Per os: Paraffin oil, magnesium 
hydroxide, Magnesium citrate,
lactulose, sorbitol, senna, bisacodyl 

Phase II in constipation treatment for older children
Target Duration Treatment*
Restore muscle tone stool softeners ≥ 2-6 months Paraffin oil 
to the sphincter & Return of the gut Hyperosmotic laxatives: lactulose, 
diameter to its normal size lactitole, sorbitol

Non-absorbable salts: magnesium
hydroxide or combinations 
Macrogol 
Constipation diary
Dietary instructions 
Toilet training

Phase III in constipation treatment for older children
Target Duration Treatment*
Restore regular bowel movements ≥ 4-6 months Gradual laxative reduction
& Relapse avoidance Fluid intake   

Fiber intake
*On treatment failure: polyethylene glycol electrolyte solution.
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