CONSTIPATION

Constipation is a very real concern for many people. In addition to abdominal bloating, symptoms of constipation may include pain in the lower abdomen, mucous leakage from the rectum, headaches, tiredness, and loss of appetite. The symptoms of constipation are often confused with gynecologic problems, since many of the symptoms, as well as the pain, tend to be similar.

Normal bowel function varies from one individual to another. Normal frequency of bowel movements can be from three times daily to three times a week.

Lifestyle changes and stress can play a part in causing constipation. Emotional and lifestyle changes include changes in diet, job, daily routine, increase in stress, decrease in exercise, and traveling.  Simply evaluating your symptoms and any contributing factors can help identify the cause and help in managing treatment. 

Exercise, listening to the urge, fiber, increasing fluid intake, and abdominal massage can all help correct the problem of constipation. We recommend that you try these methods for at least a month. If after following these suggestions, you find that you still have problems with constipation, we recommend that you consult your healthcare provider. If the cause of constipation is found to be a serious disorder of the colon, part of the treatment may include surgery and/or medication. 

Constipation and Exercise

Any decrease in activity level, whether it be from decreased exercise or a change to a more sedentary occupation, may cause constipation problems.  Exercise stimulates the bowel muscle.  The amount of exercise needed to be beneficial varies from person to person.  If you lead a fairly sedentary life at present, you may begin your exercise program by walking ½ to 1 mile, 2 to 3 time per week.  Your bowel function will improve as you increase your exercise.

Constipation – Listening to the urge and the act of defacation

Due to our busy schedules, there are many times that we ignore the urge to defecate.  It is important to recognize and make time for that initial urge.  As feces remain in the colon, water is being reabsorbed from it.  If we ignore the urge to defecate, the feces become dryer, harder more difficult to pass, leading to constipation.

The correct position of your body at the time of defecation is important.  Position yourself with your forearms on your knees, allowing the rectum and colon to empty more completely.  In order to empty the colon more easily, it is also important to be able to relax the anal muscles.  People who are afflicted with hemorrhoids or anal fissures may have a difficult time relaxing the anal muscles.  This may be done by performing Kegel exercises (pelvic floor exercises).  This involves squeezing and releasing the pelvic floor muscles (not the buttock or abdominal muscles).  As you release the contraction, you will learn how it feels to relax the pelvic floor muscles.

Constipation and Fiber

Adequate amounts of fiber in an individual’s diet helps to prevent constipation.  Fiber is not digested by the body; therefore, it acts as a sponge, absorbing water, thereby producing a softer bulkier stool.  This bulkier stool travels more easily through the colon.  You may increase your fiber intake by either adding more fiber-containing foods to your diet, or by taking a fiber supplement (or by doing both).  Some high fiber foods are beans, whole grain breads and cereals, aplles, strawberries, raisins, prunes and prune juice, peas, corn, baked potatoes with skin, and broccoli.  Be careful not to overcook vegetables as it may alter the form and usefulness of the fiber.

Fiber supplements include Metamucil, Citracel and bran tablets.  Most generic brands are OK also.  Begin gradually when adding fiver supplements and slowly increase as needed.  Too much at once may cause excessive gas and bloating.

Constipation – Increasing Fluid Intake

In order for the fiber to be effective, there needs to be adequate fluid available for it to absorb.  If this fluid is not available, the bulk may be slow in moving through the colon, causing more constipation.  Therefore, drinking approximately 8 cups of fluid per day is recommended.

Constipation – Abdominal Massage

Some people have found that massaging the abdomen provides relief from gas pain and constipation.  Massage consists of large stroking movements at first, to be followed by small circular movements.  The colon begins at the lower right-hand side of the abdomen and continues straight up to just below the rib cage.  It then crosses to the left side of the abdomen and travels down to the left lower side of the abdomen.  Massage should follow the path of the colon.  The massage should continue for approximately 10 minutes in order for maximum relief.
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