“YOU KNOW I’VE NEVER BEEN REGULAR”

One of the most common complaints I hear in the office is one of chronic constipation.  Women particularly seem to have more problems with bowel regularity.  What is “normal” anyway?  Well, in the real world, normal is having regular enough bowel activity that you feel comfortable.  Regular for some is twice a day and for others it is every two days.  There is no right answer to “normal” but there is acceptable variation.  Women who go less often than every 2-3 days, generally need to work on making the activity more frequent.

Bowels that are too slow tend to be hard to pass, cause more straining, and aggravate hemorrhoids.  Also, slow bowels tend to get slower over time.  Slower means uncomfortable, crampy, and maybe even an aggravation of low back pain.  Slow also means that the colon becomes more accommodating to storing more stool.  That is one of the main reasons constipation gets worse with age; the bowel gets lazy from being over-stretched and loses some of its ability to push stool along.  The old joke among elders that a little dynamite would help, probably means that they have battled the problem for years.  Putting up with constipation and not trying to address it early on can lead to severe difficulties.  
The colon conveniently stores our waste until we have an appropriate opportunity to empty.  While the stool is stored, the colon absorbs water back out of it.  If we are behind on our fluids, not drinking enough, then the colon will want to hold on to the stool longer to recapture the water.  That is why drinking plenty of water is helpful in keeping bowels moving.  

Good amounts of fiber are also very useful.  Fiber helps the stool to retain fluid.  Our colon was designed to process foods heavily infiltrated with natural fiber.  The diet many of us eat is actually poor in this constituent, resulting in abnormally slow transit time.   There is evidence that stool moving too slowly through the colon increases our risk for diverticulosis and colon cancer.  The solution can be as simple as visiting the super market.  I often tell my patients that we live in truly blessed times.  All we have to do is shop properly.  The stores are always full of fruits and vegetables all year long.  If you take advantage, it will help.  In addition, salads are very tasty and if you don’t use fat-laden dressings, they are supremely nutritious.  Also, make sure your bread choices are not over processed.  Multigrain breads, bran muffins, and bran cereals with fruit are all quite tasty and are excellent choices, especially when eaten regularly.
If you go to the “fiber” section in the supplements area of your store you will find many acceptable choices.  I offer my “secret formula”.  My first choice is a daily glass of orange juice.  Pick the kind with pulp, fortified with calcium, and then add a packet of Benefiber.  You can’t tell the Benefiber is there and you will benefit from all that fiber, as well as a milk-equivalent of calcium, and all the natural nutrients of OJ; which include anti-oxidants and Vitamins C & E.  You can’t go wrong with this nutritious punch!

There are many other fiber supplement variations for daily use.  One of the most convenient is Fibercon tablets, available in generic equivalents as well.  The old stand-by Metamucil comes in multiple variations now.  However, don’t totally depend on any supplement, make sure you do the water, fruits, and vegetables first!  Stool softeners that don’t contain stimulants, can also be used daily and may be helpful.  
The next step up is probably Mira-Lax, which can be dosed for effect and can help most people.  Stimulant laxatives are OK for occasional use, but if that occasional is more than once or twice a month, you are having too much trouble and you may need further assistance.  One of my suggestions is “Power Pudding”.  The recipe is available at our website, www.brgyn.com.  It can be very helpful and nutritious simultaneously.  

Oh, and don’t forget the exercise part.  Walking is a known stimulant for bowel function.  Take a walk in the morning before work or after coffee.  It might help!
And remember, any time you notice a distinct change in your bowel habits, you should see the doctor.  A relatively sudden increase in constipation or change in stooling is one of the warning signs that may indicate cancer.  Don’t ignore it.  The American Cancer Society estimates that there will be just under 4,000 new colon cancers identified in Georgia this year, representing around 9% cancers in men and women.
I hope this article will help you in your “efforts”.  For most everyone, concentrating on proper food choices, supplemented by walking or other forms of exercise, will result in improved bowel habits.  Give it a shot, I know you have other things you would rather be concentrating on!
