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WHAT IS CONSTIPATION?
Constipation is a common side effect of surgery. It 
can add to the discomfort of the healing process, 
but there are ways to manage it. 

 

Symptoms of constipation include:

•	 having fewer than three bowel movements a week

•	 experiencing a sudden decrease in bowel 
movements

•	 needing to strain during bowel movements

•	 bloating or increased gas

•	 having abdominal or rectal pain

•	 having hard stools

•	 feeling incomplete emptying after bowel 
movements 

Several factors may contribute to constipation 
after surgery. These include:

•	 narcotic pain relievers, such as opioids

•	 general anesthesia

•	 an inflammatory stimulus, such as trauma or 
infection

•	 an electrolyte, fluid, or glucose imbalance

•	 prolonged inactivity

•	 changes to diet, especially insufficient fibre

 

Managing constipation after surgery
Get moving

•	 Exercise regularly within allowable limits as 
determined by your specialist. Start walking around 
as soon as your doctor gives you the go-ahead.

•	 If you’ve had orthopaedic surgery, exercise will be 
part of your treatment program, and your physical 
therapist will advise you on suitable exercises.

•	 Not only can this help with constipation, but it 
can also benefit the overall healing process while 
reducing the chances of blood clots. 

Eat a healthy, balanced diet that is high in fibre such as:

•	 Whole grains, oat bran and wheat bran

•	 Vegetables: leafy greens, beans, eggplant, 
avocado and carrots

•	 Fruits: kiwifruit, prunes, apples, bananas, berries, 
pears

•	 Nuts: almonds, peanuts, walnuts, brazil nuts, and 
cashews.

Fibre supplements such as psyllium husks 
(Metamucil)  and ground flaxseed add bulk to the 
stool thus acting as a laxative. A typical dosage of 
fibre is five to 10mg, one to three times daily, with at 
least 500mL of liquid. Start with the lower dose and 
work up gradually, as too much fibre all at once can 
actually worsen constipation.  

Other

•	 In an effort to train your bowels, schedule a time 
each day, after a meal, to sit on the toilet

•	 Don’t rush yourself when using the toilet 
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If diet alone has not eased your constipation, 
consider one of the following medications: 

•	 Non-prescription laxatives available over the 
counter at the pharmacy such as Lactulose, 
Senokot, or Glycerol Suppository (lubricant 
laxative)

•	 Prescription laxatives available from your doctor 
such as Coloxyl with Senna or Laxsol, both of 
which act as a stimulant and a stool softener.  

•	

•	

Without treatment, constipation can sometimes 
cause painful and potentially serious complications. 

These may include:

•	 	anal fissures

•	 	hemorrhoids

•	 	faecal impaction (blockage of the bowel)

•	 	rectal prolapse 

Seek medical help if you experience the following:

•	 	rectal bleeding

•	 	rectal pain

•	 	abdominal pain that isn’t directly related to the 
surgical incision

•	 	abdominal pain with nausea and vomiting

For more information contact your specialist or GP.

If your doctor prescribes stimulant 
laxatives and suppositories, but these 
don’t work within 24 hours, ask for 
further advice.
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