
CONSTIPATION 
 

Constipation is a very common concern in pediatric patients.  It can occur at any age, but it is most 
common in infancy and around the time of potty training.  It is important to realize that bowel habits will 
vary from child to child.  Some children will stool several times every day while other children may only go 
once or twice each week.  Parents frequently call wondering about constipation in their young infant who is 
turning red and straining to have a bowel movement.  Though this can be a sign of constipation, most 
commonly the stool will be soft and the grunting is an issue of poor coordination rather than true 
constipation.  In this case, the baby will eventually learn the coordination and outgrow the problem.  No 
treatment is necessary for coordination problems. 
 
Formed stools that are difficult to pass are the hallmark of constipation.  Another sign that your child may 
be constipated is frequent stomachaches, especially those that resolve following a bowel movement.  Refusal 
to eat combined with infrequent bowel movements would also be concerning.  Occasionally constipation 
will be first diagnosed when the child is having accidents or small diarrhea stools between larger bowel 
movements.  This happens because the solid stool isn’t passing and the remaining liquid stool will get 
pushed around the blockage.  This kind of liquid stool is very difficult for the child to control. 
 
There are many different causes of constipation.  Most constipation begins with dietary changes or 
problems.  In infants, constipation frequently occurs when introducing new foods.  This type is often 
transient, and if given a few days to adapt to the new food, will often resolve on its own.  Occasionally 
treatment is required (see below).  Children who eat too much dairy or too many fatty foods may also 
become constipated.  It is important that your child eat enough fiber to help move things through the colon.  
In addition to the foods your child eats, it is important that she is drinking enough fluids.  Because the body 
will absorb the fluid it needs from the intestine, if there is not enough water to keep the stools soft, the stool 
will become hard, dry and sometimes painful to pass. 
 
Another common age for children to have problems with constipation is during potty training.  Often this 
occurs because the child is afraid to have a bowel movement on the toilet, and if they are not permitted to 
go in the diaper, she might hold the stool until it becomes too difficult to hold anymore.  Then, once she 
finally goes, the stool is hard and painful, making her even less excited to have subsequent bowel 
movements, starting her in a downward spiral towards severe constipation.  To help prevent this type of 
constipation, don’t push your child too hard during potty training, and realize it is OK for her to go in her 
diaper. 
 
The next stage where children struggle is often during the early school years.  During this time they are 
frequently too busy to stop and use the restroom.  There may also be fears of using a public toilet.  This can 
lead to the hard, painful stools mentioned above and start them on the path towards bad constipation. 
 



The treatment for constipation involves first addressing the underlying problems.  If your child is potty 
training, giving her a break and allowing her to resume more normal bowel habits again in her diaper may 
help.  For a child who is afraid to use a new restroom, ensuring she has a bowel movement either before 
school or soon after can often help.  It is also important to ensure that the child is getting adequate fluids 
and fiber in her diet.  To know how much fiber a child should be getting in a day, take her age in years and 
add 5 (e.g. 4 year old + 5 = 9 grams of fiber each day).  This will mean taking extra time to read labels and 
make sure she is getting enough.  Additionally she needs to get enough fluid for the fiber to be beneficial.  
Though it can be difficult, ideally, toddlers should be drinking 4-6 cups per day, preschool aged children 6-8 
cups, older children 7-12 cups each day.   
 
For fully breastfed infants, constipation can be more difficult to treat.  First ensure that she is truly 
constipated and not just struggling with the normal coordination problems described previously.  If she is 
passing hard stools, first try to increase the frequency of feeding.  If she is older than 2 months old you can 
also try giving her a little juice (apple, pear, grape or prune).  In general, each day you can give her up to one 
ounce of juice per month of life (e.g. 2 oz/day for a 2 month old, up to 4 oz each day for a 4 month old) up 
to about 6 ounces per day. 
 
For bottle fed infants, constipation is a little more common and is often a little easier to treat.  Often adding 
1-2 teaspoons of Dark Karo Syrup to her bottle once or twice a day will help.  This can be started even in 
the first month of life if she is truly constipated.  After she is 2 months old you can start giving juices as 
outlined above for breastfed infants. 
 
If you have been trying the above steps and your child is still having trouble stooling, be sure to talk with 
your physician, as medications may be beneficial.  You should also have your child seen if she is having 
leakage around the blockage, since juices and increased fiber are not likely to relieve such a blockage.   
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