
Maintaining a 
Healthy Bowel

Help us get it right
If you have a complaint, concern, comment or compliment please 
let us know by speaking to a member of our staff. We learn from 
your feedback and use the information to improve and develop 
our services. 

If you would like to talk to someone outside the service contact 
the Patient Experience Team on 0113 220 8585, Monday to 
Friday 9.30am to 4.30pm or email lch.pet@nhs.net

Contact us
For more information or advice, to arrange or cancel an 
appointment, please contact one of the numbers listed. If you 
need help outside these times, call your GP in the normal way. 

Continence, Urology and Colorectal Service (CUCS)
Halton Clinic
2A Primrose Lane
Leeds LS15 7HR

Tel: 0113 843 3715 
Email: info.cucs@nhs.net 
Monday to Friday 8.30am to 4.30pm

We can make this information available in Braille, large 
print, audio or other languages on request. 
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Introduction
Maintaining a healthy bowel is one of the essentials of healthy 
living, so it is important to know what can cause unhealthy and 
poor bowel habits. Poor bowel habits can lead to constipation, 
and / or faecal incontinence which is often uncomfortable and can 
be painful. The following information looks at several key factors, 
which help maintain a healthy bowel.

Normal bowel function
The bowel is part of the digestive system and its role is to digest 
the food that we eat, absorb the goodness and nutrients from the 
digested food into the blood stream, and then to process and expel 
the waste products from the food that the body cannot use. As 
long as stools are passed without excessive frequency, with minimal 
effort and no straining, and without the use of laxatives, bowel 
function may be regarded as normal.

 

How often should the bowel be emptied?
There is no right or wrong answer to this. There is a very wide 
range of ‘normal’ bowel function between different people. Only a 
minority of the population has a bowel action once per day. Some 
people go several times a day and others have several days between 
bowel actions.                                                                                   
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Who can I contact for more information? 

PromoCon provides products for people affected by bladder and 
bowel problems - www.disabledliving.co.uk

Information about you
To make sure we provide you with the right kind of service, we need 
to ask you a number of questions and keep a record of your personal 
details. We will keep this information securely and confidentially. It 
may be necessary for us to share information about you with other 
health and social care agencies. Where this is the case we will ask 
permission to share your information.

We will comply with the requirements of the Data Protection Act 
1998 in collecting, storing and sharing your information.

Further advice from your nurse

  	 	 Support information
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Reviewing medication

Be aware - some medications can have an effect on how your 
bowels work. If in doubt, organise a review of your medications 
with your GP or pharmacist. Medication such as pain killers, 
antidepressants and iron tablets can cause constipation. 
Medications such as diabetic tablets, antibiotics or antiacids can 
cause loose stools (poo) which can lead to faecal incontinence.

Discuss your laxative use with your healthcare professional and 
always let them know about medicines you buy from a chemist or 
on the internet.

More than one laxative may be used to relieve your constipation. 
Too much laxative can make your stools loose.

Your clinical nurse specialist will complete an assessment and 
support you with treatment and / or bowel management to 
reduce the risks of constipation, poor emptying and / or faecal 
incontinence to enhance your quality of life.
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What will help to make 
your bowel healthier?

•	 Diet

•	 Exercise

•	 Morning routine

•	 Toilet position

•	 Defaecation techniques

•	 Medication review
                                                                            

What may go wrong?
A number of things can go 
wrong with your bowels that 
may cause constipation or 
faecal incontinence. 

The nurse specialist will 
discuss with you what is 
wrong in your case.

Transverse 
colon

Descending
colon

Ascending
colon

Caecum

Appendix

Ileum

Rectum

Anus



Bread and cereals
•		 Start the day with a high fibre cereal (e.g. weetbiscs, 

wholewheat cereals, porridge, muesli) or wholemeal or 
wholegrain bread.

•		 Stock up your cupboards with wholegrains such as cereals, oats, 
brown rice, rye, seeded wholewheat crackers and breads.

•		 Add oats, nuts or seeds in your cooking e.g. crumbles, toppings.

 

 Dietary fibre
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Fibre is the non-digestible part of plant foods which passes through 
the stomach and bowel providing bulk. Fibre is important for 
maintaining a healthy bowel and can improve stool consistency and 
regularity. Most of us do not eat enough fibre in our diets. You can 
improve your fibre intake by including more of these foods:

  Brace and lift technique

The brace and lift technique is used to help coordinate defaecation. 
We teach this technique with the toilet position (see page 10).

Your nurse will show you how to do brace and lift in clinic and may 
teach you step by step or ask you to practise daily away from the 
toilet.

Over time you may find you have fewer problems in achieving a 
complete defecation.
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Step 1
• 	Keeping your shoulders down, take a deep breath that makes 

your tummy and waist widen like a bellow effect.

• 	Hold that breath and push out your tummy like a beach ball. 
You have now created extra abdominal pressure.

• 	If you now say ‘idge’ you will sense your anus bare down 
momentarily. This is the first part of the technique helping 
you to poo. 

• 	Practise the above away from the toilet.

How can we use breathing to help with pooing?

Step 2
• 	To poo, you need the bottom muscles to be relaxed.

• 	Give your anus muscle a squeeze so that you have lifted that 
muscle and then relax. Relax again - this is the correct position 
for pooing.

• 	From step 1, try saying ‘idge’ at the same time as relaxing your 
bottom to enable pooing.

You can repeat steps 1 and 2 several times to help pooing.



Type 3 and 4 are classed as normal, easy 
to pass but also easier to hold on to.

Type 1:	Separate hard lumps, 
		  like nuts

Type 2:	Sausage-like but lumpy

Type 3:	Like a sausage but with 
cracks in the surface

Type 4:	Like a sausage or snake, 
smooth and soft

Type 5:	Soft blobs with clear-cut 
edges

Type 6:	Fluffy pieces with ragged 
edges, a mushy stool

Type 7:	Watery, no solid pieces

       Bristol Stool Chart
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Fruit and vegetables
Aim to eat 5 portions of fruit or vegetables daily. Fresh, frozen, 
tinned or dried and juices are all good sources of fibre. 

•	 Eat the washed, edible skins on fresh fruit, such as apples 
and pears.

•	 Enjoy fresh, tinned or stewed fruit as a pudding after your  
main course.

•	 Add some fresh or dried fruit, nuts or seeds to your    
	 breakfast cereal.

•	 Have some dried fruit, nuts or seeds as a snack between meals.

•	 Try to have two vegetables with your main meal 
	 e.g. carrots and broccoli. 

•	 Add extra vegetables to soups, stews, casseroles and pasta.

•	 Avoid overcooking vegetables.

•	 Serve salad vegetables with sandwiches, snacks and 
	 packed lunches.                                                            
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Dietary fibre
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Pulses 
E.g. peas, beans, pearl barley and lentils are an excellent source of 
fibre. These can add bulk to your stool. 

• 	Have them in stews, soups and casseroles.

•	 Use baked beans and mushy peas or garden peas with your meals.

Fluids 

It is very important to drink plenty of fluids. Have at least eight cups, 
mugs or glasses daily (11/2-2 litres, 3-4 pints). Increase the amount 
of fluid you drink in hot weather and when exercising. A variety of 
drinks all contribute to your fluid intake.

•  Water 
•  Squashes
•  Fruit juices
•  Flavoured water
•  Milk
•  Tea 
•  Herbal teas 
•  Coffee

Drinking less than 8 cups could 
be a cause of constipation. 
However, over hydrating will not 
resolve constipation.                                    

Do not ignore the call to have your bowels opened.

Putting off the call to go can be a cause of constipation or lead to 
urgency.

Try to work with the body’s natural rhythm (emptying the bowel 
first thing in the morning).

Toileting position
The best way to sit on the toilet is described below

• 	Legs apart

• 	Knees higher than hips by either using a foot stool or slowly bring 
your feet in to tip toe position (avoid doing at speed so as not to 
contract your pelvic floor)

• 	Sit upright with your body leaning slightly forward 
	 (rest elbows on your thighs).

This position is the best way to 
assist with complete emptying 
of the bowel.

Privacy and comfort will assist in 
the complete emptying of your 
bowels.

Try to work with the body’s 
gastro-colic reflex (body’s 
natural rhythm) - it is at its 
most powerful first thing in the 
morning and secondarily post 
other meals in the day.                                                            
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Eat breakfast! This helps 
to move stools in the bowel, 
which will in turn help fill the 
rectum, and increase the urge 
to have your bowels opened.

  	
Morning routine

Start the day with a hot 
drink, like water, lemon, tea 
or coffee. This helps kick 
start the body’s rhythm.

After breakfast, wash and 
dress or do 10 minutes 
exercise such as walking or 
stretches.
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Then sit on the toilet to 
encourage bowels to empty 
at a regular time each day (for 
no longer than ten minutes).

1

2

3

4

The morning routine can be used 
with all meals including lunch 
and dinner

Remember
When increasing fibre in the diet, introduce the changes 
gradually, as a sudden increase can cause discomfort and 
bloating. Aim to increase the number of fibre rich foods you eat 
gradually over 3-5 days.

It is important to drink plenty of fluid when increasing your 
fibre intake. Fibres and fluids work together to ensure a regular, 
comfortable bowel movement. 

Try to eat regularly, 3-4 meals a day will improve bowel regularity.

Activity 

Whatever your activity level, increasing the 
amount you do will improve your bowel 
function. Aim for 30 minutes of activity a 
day e.g. 

•  Walking 

•  Aerobics or chair aerobics

•  Gardening 

•  Housework 

•  Cycling and swimming or team sports

If you are unable to achieve this for health or 
mobility reasons speak to your GP for advice.                                                        
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Crisps

Raisins

Frozen
peas

Lentils

Soya
drink

Cous

Cous

pasta

Whole 
wheat

Bagels

Porridge

Low fat
soft cheese

Tuna

Plain
nuts peas

Chick

Semi

milk
skimmed

Chopped
tomatoes

lower
salt
and
sugar

Beans

Whole

grain
cereal

Potatoes

Spaghetti

Low fat
Plain

yoghurt

Lean
mince

Lower fat
spread

Sauce

Oil
Veg

Rice

Each serving (150g) contains

of an adult’s reference intake
Typical values (as sold) per 100g: 697kJ/ 167kcal

Check the label on 
packaged foods

Energy
1046kJ
250kcal

Fat Saturates Sugars Salt
3.0g 1.3g 34g 0.9g

15%38%7%4%13%

Choose foods lower 
in fat, salt and sugars

Source: Public Health England in association with the Welsh Government, Food Standards Scotland and the Food Standards Agency in Northern Ireland © Crown copyright 2016

Use the Eatwell Guide to help you get a balance of healthier and more sustainable food. 
It shows how much of what you eat overall should come from each food group.

Eatwell Guide

2000kcal        2500kcal = ALL FOOD + ALL DRINKSPer day

Eat less often and
in small amounts

Choose lower fat and

 lower sugar options

Eat more beans and pulses, 2 portions of sustainably 

sourced  fish per week, one of which is oily. Eat less

red and processed meat

                               Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates

         Choose wholegrain or higher fibre versions with less added fat, salt and sugar
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Choose unsaturated oils 
and use in small amountsDairy and alternativesBeans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins

6-8
a day

Water, lower fat 
milk, sugar-free 
drinks including 
tea and coffee 
all count.

Limit fruit juice 
and/or smoothies 
to a total of 
150ml a day. 
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