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Infographic available

Click here for a visual overview of the management of opioid induced constipation
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What you need to know
	Prescribe a laxative to patients starting treatment with opioids to prevent constipation

	If constipation is bothersome and does not respond to laxatives, discuss the option of starting peripherally acting μ-opioid receptor antagonists

	These drugs reverse the effect of opioids on bowels without affecting the analgesic effect of opioids




A 75 year old woman with metastatic breast cancer complains of constipation for two weeks. She has been taking regular modified release oral morphine for pain for three weeks. Despite using laxatives, she now opens her bowels with difficulty once or twice a week and complains of abdominal discomfort; these are so severe that she is considering stopping morphine. She has come to discuss treatment options.
Opioids are commonly prescribed for cancer pain. Constipation reportedly affects around 52% of patients with advanced cancer and 87% of terminally ill patients taking opioids.123 Constipation is often multifactorial in patients with cancer, and opioids may be one cause. The infographic outlines possible contributory factors. Consider opioid induced constipation in people who describe a change in bowel habit after starting opioid therapy that is characterised by reduced frequency, development or worsening of straining, a sense of incomplete rectal evacuation, or harder stool consistency.4Figure 1⇓ illustrates the effects of opioids on the bowel mediated through opioid receptors that can lead to constipation, and in some cases limit opioid use.56

Fig 1 Effect of opioids on the bowel and clinical manifestations. Opioids act on opioid receptors in the gastrointestinal tract, leading to decreased small and large bowel motility with increased intestinal fluid absorption, increased anal sphincter tone, and reduced anorectal sensitivity to distension. These factors together cause dry, hard stools and reduced bowel movements



The infographic shows an approach to assessment and management options. The remainder of this article will … 
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