
 
 
Facts you need to know about opioid-induced bowel dysfunction 
 
 
Constipation is a common and potentially debilitating adverse effect associated 
with opioid use. 
 

• Depending on the population studied and the definitions used, constipation occurs in up 
to 90% of patients taking opioids1 
 

• Opioid-induced constipation (OIC) significantly impacts patients’ quality of life and 
increases healthcare utilization; patients with OIC visit a physician significantly more 
often than patients without OIC2,3 

 
 
While constipation can be the most predominant component of opioid-induced 
bowel dysfunction (OBD), patients taking opioids may experience a spectrum of 
other troublesome gastrointestinal (GI) effects, including gastroesophageal reflux, 
abdominal cramping, and bloating.1 
 
The opioid dose that produces constipation may be 4-fold less than the analgesic dose.4 
 

• While tolerance to the analgesic effects of opioids requires that higher doses be used for 
effective pain relief, only limited tolerance to opioids develops in the gastrointestinal 
tract5 

 
 
Through their actions on receptors in the central nervous system, exogenous 
opioids effectively relieve pain; however, opioids also act on receptors in the 
enteric nervous system, and thereby disrupt normal GI function1,6 
 

• With chronic opioid use, activation of μ-opioid receptors in the myenteric and 
submucosal plexi may result in uncoordinated bowel activity1,6 

 
• Exogenous opioids decrease gastrointestinal secretions and relax longitudinal muscles 

in the colon, thereby decreasing peristalsis, while contractions of the circular muscles 
are simultaneously increased. The lack of longitudinal propulsion allows stool to dry out 
and harden, while the increased activity of the circular muscles augments bowel tone, 
leading to impaired gastrointestinal motility and cramping1,6 

 
 
Laxatives and stool softeners do not address the root cause of OIC. 

• Although viewed as a potential solution because of their accessibility, laxatives and stool 
softeners are not always well tolerated, often inconvenient, and provide inadequate relief 
in many patients7–9 
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