
Healthy Bowel Habits

What is typical for you? How often we open our bowels varies greatly from person to person. 
For adults, anything from 3 times a day, to once every 3 days can be typical. In terms of the type 
of stool we might pass, a ‘Type 4’ (see my Bristol Stool Chart, below) - a long, smooth, sausage 
shaped poo - is ideal. What is your typical frequency and type?

It’s good to know what your ‘typical’ is, so you can spot if anything changes for you. Any persistent changes in 
bowel habits or any other new symptoms should always be checked out with your GP. Routine bowel cancer 
screening is available for people from 59 years of age and can be accessed via this link: https://www2.hse.ie/
conditions/bowel-screening/register

Importance of Exercise
Daily movement and regular exercise can help to keep our bowels regular. The World Health Organisation (WHO) 
recommends at least 150 minutes of moderate intensity exercise or 75 minutes of high intensity exercise each 
week for adults, as well as 2 strength training sessions each week. When people stop exercising regularly it’s 
not uncommon to experience more sluggish or slower bowel habits and maybe even constipation.

Importance of Diet
There are many reflexes involved in the process of digestion. What we eat, when and how we eat, can all help to 
optimize these reflexes. The Gastrocolic reflex is a natural response to when we start eating and the stomach 
fills with food, stimulating the gut to start moving older food through the bowels, resulting, eventually, in us 
having an urge to have a poo. This reflex is one reason why having breakfast in the morning is important, as it 
can help to stimulate the bowels and get the day off to a good start. 
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IMPORTANT! Please read before following these instructions: This leaflet is for general information purposes 
only and is not intended as a substitute for professional medical advice or treatment.

Bristol Stool Chart

Type 1 Separate hard lumps, like nuts (hard to pass)

Type 3 Like a sausage but with cracks on the surface

Type 6 Fluffy pieces with ragged edges, a mushy stool

Type 2 Sausage-shaped but lumpy

Type 5 Soft blobs with clear-cut edges

Type 4 Like a sausage or snake, smooth and soft

Type 7 Watery, no solid pieces. Entirely liquid.
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• Eating little & often throughout the day (eg. every 2-3 hours) helps to encourage a natural rhythm for 
the bowel, keeping our digestion moving steadily. 

• Processed food can cause a lot of issues for our gut, so keep these to a minimum where possible. 
• Eating a wide variety of fruit & vegetables, whole grain foods (brown bread, rice and pasta) and good 

sources of protein, forms the basis of a good, well-balanced diet. Such a diet will also likely provide 
varied sources of fibre, which is also essential for good digestion and a healthy bowel. 

• Some fibre (eg. green vegetables, soft fruits, dried fruit & juices) can soften your stools if it is too hard 
& dry (see The Bristol Stool Chart). If stools are too loose, adding more bulking fibre to our diet can be 
useful, such as porridge, wholegrains, milled linseed or flax seeds or psyllium husk.

We are all unique and can find that different foods affect us in different ways. Whenever we modify our fibre 
intake, it is generally best to do so very gradually and build up slowly over several days or weeks. Too much 
change too quickly can cause excess wind, stomach discomfort or more constipation. For more information on 
diet, I like ‘Canada’s Food Guide’: https://foodguide. canada.ca/en1

Importance of Hydration
How much we actually need to drink each day will vary from person to person and will also depend on other 
things such as environmental temperature, levels of exercise and activity, medical history and general health. 

• General guidance now is ‘drink to thirst’ or drink when you feel thirsty, rather than making yourself drink 
a set, amount each day. We have more research saying that as long as the amount we urinate is at least 
1.3 litres a day, then we are generally well hydrated. Ideally, the majority of our fluid intake should be 
water (preferably still water). Where people might have very dry or hard stools, a glass of prune juice 
before bedtime can sometimes help to soften the stool and make it easier to pass the next day.

• Where people have very loose stools, sometimes reducing caffeine intake can help. Swap out 
caffeinated drinks for decaf options, rather than just reducing fluid intake. 

• Carbonated (fizzy) and sugary drinks, especially with artificial sweeteners, can make things worse and 
are best to be kept to a minimum, if not avoided altogether.

Importance of a good morning routine
We can help to encourage a natural bowel routine in the morning by having a warm drink first thing (this can 
stimulate the bowels), eating breakfast (the gastrocolic reflex again) and doing some gentle movement or 
activity / exercise. Combining these steps can help to stimulate the bowel first thing in the morning.

The Gut-Brain Axis and managing stress
The two-way communication channels between our bowels and our brain, through specific nerves and 
hormones, are known as the Gut-Brain Axis. Research states that up to 95% of our serotonin (one of our 
happy hormones) is produced in our bowels. This is why the food we eat and having healthy bowel habits 
are essential for our overall health and well-being. This interconnection also explains why sometimes when 
we feel anxious or stressed our digestive system and bowels can be affected - when we feel ‘butterflies’ in 
our stomach, that’s our Gut-Brain Axis. Managing and being mindful of our stress levels, having strategies and 
things in place to help promote relaxation, stress relief and self-care are also important aspects of having a 
bowel health. 

Other good resources I recommend:
Children’s Continence: https://eric.org.uk

Bladder and Bowel: https://www.bladderandbowel.org
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If you ever have any questions in relation to bowel habits or anything else to do 
with pelvic health in general, please get in touch.

Jo Chapple
Chartered Physiotherapist MISCP MCORU


