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Problem of constipation and fecal incontinence in children is underestimated and easily unrecognized 

Background 

Constipation and fecal incontinence (FI) are common in 

children, but the prevalence rates of these disorders vary 

widely in different populations. Furthermore, their diagnosis 

is still challenging due to the variety of symptoms and co-

existence with other disorders. Therefore, we aimed to study 

constipation and fecal incontinence, in terms of prevalence, 

recognition of these problems by patients, help seeking 

behavior, and defecation pattern 

Methods 

A cross sectional study was performed in the Dutch 

population. 240 children between 8 and 18 years old were 

approached to fill out the Groningen Pediatric Defecation 

and Fecal Continence Checklist. Children without a history of 

bowel surgery or comorbidities were classified as the 

“healthy” population (n = 212). 

Conclusions 
- The prevalence of constipation and FI is relatively high in theoretically “healthy” children, which indicates that not only children with underlying medical conditions have defecation problems. 

- A large part of children with a defecation disorder does not recognize it as a problem and does not seek help, which can lead to an underestimation of the prevalence of these defecation disorders. 

- Most children with constipation have a normal defection pattern, which probably contributes to problems with the recognition. 

 

1. Prevalence of defecation disorders 

- In the total population, 18% of the children experienced constipation and 9% had FI, where 3% was retentive and 6% non-retentive.  

- Interestingly, also 18% of the ’healthy’ population experienced constipation, while the prevalence of FI was 3% for retentive FI and 4% for non-retentive FI.  

2. Recognition of problem and help seeking behavior 

Of the children who experienced constipation or FI in the total population, 

52% rated the quality of their bowel habits as good or very good (Figure 

1). Moreover, 23% of the total children with constipation and 48% of the 

total children with FI did not talk to anyone about their complaints.  

3. Defecation pattern 

77% of the children with constipation had ‘normal’ stool frequencies, namely once every two 

days or once/twice a day (Figure 2A), while 75% had ‘normal’ stool consistencies (defined as 

Bristol stool chart 3 or 4: sausage with cracks or smooth sausage) (Figure 2B).  

Results 


