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The elderly are five times more likely than younger adults to develop problems related to constipation. 

It is no surprise, therefore, that the majority of Westmeath residents take laxatives regularly, some 

every day, and some only when required. In addition, there are occasions when a particular laxative may 

need substituted for another, or a dose changed according to the individual residents needs when it 

comes to resolving problems with constipation. 

In ‘Pharmacists’ Corner’ this month, we will take a quick look at some of the most common laxatives 

taken by sufferers of constipation, and available for over the counter purchase in pharmacies. 

1) BULK-FORMING LAXATIVES- eg Psyllium Husk ( Metamucil) ,Methylcellulose ( Citracel), Ispaghula 

Husk ( Fybogel) 

These work by adding ‘soluble’ fiber to the stool. This causes the stool to absorb more water and creates 

larger, softer stools. The larger stools help trigger the bowel to contract and move the stools out. Bulk-

forming laxatives are generally the safest type pf laxative. To reduce the risk of side effects, they are 

best started slowly and make sure that fluid intake is increased while taking bulk-forming laxatives. The 

amount taken can be gradually increased as required. 

2) LUBRICANT LAXATIVES- eg Mineral Oil 

Lubricant laxatives are substances that make the stool more slippery and repel absorption of water in 

the bowel so that the stool moves out of the body more easily. Lubricant laxatives also increase the 

weight of stool and decrease the time taken for the stool to be expelled. Glycerin Suppositories work by 

a similar way but lubricate the inside of the body to enable the stool to pass out more easily. 

3) OSMOTIC LAXATIVES- eg Lactulose, Milk of Magnesia, Polyethylene Glycol ( Miralax) 

These cause the intestine to hold more fluid. This softens the stool and help the bowel move them out. 

4) STOOL SOFTENERS eg  Docusate ( Colace, Dulcoease)  

These help mix fluid into stools to soften them. This makes stools easier to pass out of the body. They 

should be taken with plenty of water and help prevent constipation rather than treat long-term 

constipation, which explains why so many elderly people take them regularly. 

5) STIMULANT LAXATIVES  eg Bisacodyl ( Dulcolax), Senna (Senokot) 

Stimulant laxatives are the harshest type of laxatives. They cause the bowel to squeeze or contract to 

move the stools out. Ideally, they should not be used for a long time but only for a few days, as long 

term use can sometimes make the bowel lose its muscle tone and ‘forget’ to push the stool out on its 

own. 

There are enemas, liquid paraffin, phosphates, lubricants for fecal impaction as well. 

If you have any questions about constipation or taking laxatives please email them to 
plv@pharmacy.bm  
 
James Paterson (Head Pharmacist)  Par-La-Ville Pharmacy, 2 Church Street, Hamilton 296-5510 
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