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Current guidelines recommend life-style adjustment (including more exercise) as the first
measure for treating constipation. This meta-analysis investigated the influence of exercise
therapy on the symptoms of patients with chronic constipation. About half of participants
in a exercise programme lasting several weeks experienced a positive effect on their
symptoms. Studies with the laxatives bisacodyl and sodium picosulfate showed that these
generally alleviated symptoms even within the first day of treatment.

onstipation is a health disorder that significantly

diminishes the quality of life of those affected [4] and has
considerable economic implications (e.g. through visits to the
doctor and sick leave). Successful treatment of constipation is
therefore extremely worthwhile.

Guidelines on the treatment of (chronic) constipation
recommend a multistage treatment algorithm. The first stage
consists of lifestyle changes (increased intake of fluids, more
exercise, eating more fibre); the second stage, OTC laxatives
such as bisacodyl, sodium picosulfate and macrogol, whilst
the third stage involves prescription-only products [1, 4].

A number of studies have investigated the influence of
exercise on the digestion of patients with constipation and
these studies have now been summarised in a meta-analysis
by Gao et al. [2]. The authors identified 9 studies (with a total
of 680 patients) that examined the effect of exercise training
on constipation. The comparator groups received auricular
acupuncture, Maziren tablets (traditional Chinese medicine),
education about constipation, or no particular treatment.
The sports activities varied widely, but were mostly aerobic
exercises (Qigong, Baduanjin (both from Asian culture) or
(fitness) walking); only one study investigated the effects of
strength training.

Training consisted of 60 to 420 minutes of exercising per week
for between 4 and 24 weeks. The relative risk (risk ratio; RR)
of relief from the constipation was the parameter chosen to
assess the effects. So what did the analysis show?

Despite the very heterogeneous nature of the exercise training,
the result was nevertheless quite clear: relief from constipation

had improved in patients who had completed exercise
training compared to the comparator groups. However, this
effect was only observed after aerobic training (where the

RR was 2.42 in favour of the exercising groups). In contrast,
anaerobic training had no effect (RR of 0.85). If the two forms
of exercising were combined, then there was still an RR of
1.97. Exercise training is thus apparently helpful in relieving
constipation, and aerobic exercising for at least 140 minutes
per week showed the best effects. Some of the studies also
assessed parameters such as vitality, well-being and quality of
life and here too, exercise training had a positive effect.

So what are the implications of these results for everyday
practice? What do the measured RRs actually mean? Let’s take
an example: Supposing 10 patients suffer from constipation,
only 5 will get relieve from exercise training, although they
have exercised between 4 and 24 weeks (see Figure 1, left
panel).

According to the current guidelines [1, 4], first stage treatment
of constipation comprises lifestyle changes (excersise,
hydration, fibre), and if this does not work, laxatives (like
macrogol, bisacodyl, sodium picosulfate). Two clinical studies
(in which the drugs bisacodyl or sodium picosulfate were
compared with a placebo), showed that both these drugs

were effective, safe and well-tolerated in the treatment of
constipation. For example, approx. 70% of patients who took
sodium picosulfate and 90% of those who used bisacodyl

were able to have a bowel motion within the first 24 hours
after ingestion [3, 5 as well as “data on file”, Sanofi Aventis
Deutschland GmbH; Figure 1, right panel], and the relief of
constipation symptoms was recorded throughout the entire
duration of the study (4 weeks in each case).
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Left: Exercise training for 4 to 24 weeks relieves constipation in about 50% of the exercisers. Right: Treatment with bisacodyl leads to a
bowel motion within 24 hours in approx. 90% of those treated. (Data on file)

Conclusions: According to Goa [2], exercise training over
several weeks has a positive effect on constipation in about

half of the exercisers. Laxatives containing the drugs bisacodyl

or sodium picosulfate usually relieve symptoms within the
very first day after ingestion in up to 90% of patients.
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