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Biofeedback Effective for Chronic Constipation
B Y  B R U C E  J A N C I N

Denver Bureau

H O N O L U L U —  Biofeedback proved su-
perior to standard therapy for long-term
management of patients with the most
common cause of chronic constipation in
the first-ever randomized trial featuring a
full year of follow-up.

Previous short-term randomized trials
have demonstrated that biofeedback is ef-
fective in patients with dyssynergic defe-
cation. But this form of constipation is a
long-term problem—and although un-
controlled studies have suggested good
long-term maintenance of efficacy with
biofeedback, it was important to establish
in a more rigorous randomized trial set-
ting whether this nonpharmacologic
therapy maintains its effectiveness over
time.

The answer—at least through 1 year of
formal follow-
up—is clearly
yes, Satish S.C.
Rao, M.D., said
at the annual
meeting of the
American Col-
lege of Gas-
troenterology.

The clinical
relevance of
this finding lies
in the fact that
recent surveys
indicate that up
to 50% of pa-

tients with chronic constipation are dis-
satisfied with their current treatment. This
is largely because conventional therapies
focus primarily on reducing stool hardness
rather than addressing the underlying
physiologic dysfunction. In the setting of
dyssynergic defecation, which accounts
for roughly half of all cases of chronic
constipation, the pathophysiology involves
a lack of coordination between the pelvic
floor muscles and anal sphincter, explained
Dr. Rao, a gastroenterologist at the Uni-
versity of Iowa, Iowa City.

He reported on 52 patients, 47 of whom
were women, who were randomized to a
3-month biofeedback program or stan-
dard therapy. All met strict manometric di-
agnostic criteria for dyssynergic defeca-
tion. Patients with the other two common
types of chronic constipation—irritable
bowel syndrome and slow-transit consti-
pation—were excluded.

The biofeedback program entailed bi-
weekly hour-long treatment sessions in
which participants learned techniques
aimed at increasing their pushing effort
through improved anorectal coordination
and sensory conditioning. They also prac-
ticed expelling a simulated stool made of
silicone.

The standard-therapy control arm in-
volved three monthly visits with a gas-
troenterologist, dietician, and nurse for in-
struction in dietary modification, exercise,
toilet habits, and appropriate use of laxa-
tives. “That’s a lot more than the usual
standard therapy in clinical practice,” Dr.
Rao noted.

Of the 52 patients, 44 completed the 3-

month active treatment phase. Since no
single end point adequately defines the
outcome of constipation therapy, follow-
up with a variety of objective and subjec-
tive measures of improvement was con-
ducted at 3, 6, and 12 months. The 1-year
intent-to-treat analysis involved 13 patients
from each arm.

Only 1 of 13 patients in the biofeedback
arm still met diagnostic criteria for dyssyn-
ergia at 1 year, in contrast to all 13 in the
control group. Mean balloon expulsion

time fell from a baseline of 143 seconds in
the biofeedback group to 13 seconds at 3
months and 18 seconds at 1 year, com-
pared with 87 seconds at 1 year in controls. 

The number of complete, spontaneous
bowel movements per week increased sig-
nificantly in the biofeedback group, as did
objective measures of anorectal and
colonic function and patient satisfaction
with bowel function; none of these end
points improved over the course of a year
in the controls.

In response to audience questions, Dr.
Rao said that it has been his clinical expe-
rience outside the randomized trial setting
that at least two-thirds of patients who
have undergone a course of biofeedback
for dyssynergic defecation maintain the
benefits in multiyear follow-up, while the
effects wane beyond 1 year in about one-
third, who benefit from a refresher.

Dr. Rao’s study, for which he received
the 2005 ACG Auxiliary Award, was fund-
ed by the National Institutes of Health. ■

Participants
learned
techniques for
increasing their
pushing effort
through improved
anorectal
coordination and
sensory
conditioning. 
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